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In Senga Nengudi’s ACQ (2016–7) series of sculptural installations (Fig. 1–3), black and 
brown pantyhose are caught up in the machinery of large-scale air conditioner units and 
refrigerator parts. They are variously knotted around the units’ metal components, pulled in 
tension from one unit to another, and filled with sand at their ends so that they pool or slump on 
the ground like buttocks. I encountered these works in 2017—my first in-person experience of 
Nengudi’s art—and was fascinated by their rich evocation of imagery and economy of means. 
How could utilitarian appliance parts and pairs of humble pantyhose come to evoke splayed or 
dancing female bodies; street scenes with windows, washing lines, and power grids; tribal fetish 
objects and totems? How could they suggest those images while also manifesting a direct 
exploration of materials—of the tensile strength and elasticity of nylon; of the structure of the 
metal machinery, and the deep ochre color the metal takes on as it erodes and rusts? The title of 
the series similarly contains different dimensions: the letters ACQ suggest a bureaucratic code of 
some kind, but they stand in for a vivid image. ACQ is an acronym for Air Conditioning Queen, 
three words that conjure in the mind’s eye a powerful creature of the urban landscape.  
 My exposure to Nengudi’s work led me to examine her back catalogue, including her 
renowned R.S.V.P. sculptures and performances (Fig. 4, 5), the first of her pantyhose works, 
made in the 1970s. The R.S.V.P.s are arrangements of nylon stockings stretched across corners of 
gallery spaces, affixed to walls, or hung from the ceiling. Often, parts of them are filled with 
sand to create distended forms; sometimes they are combined with other found objects like car 
tires, or teased and knotted into decorative forms that evoke headdresses, jewelry, or ritualistic 
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objects. Nengudi originally intended for her R.S.V.P.s to be handled by audiences, and she 
typically activates them in performances that involve dance and music. My exploration of her 
work prompted questions about its formal achievements, its gender and racial politics, and the 
artistic milieus that Nengudi encountered in her early years. Hence, Nengudi’s relationship to 
Feminist and Postminimalist art, and that of the Black Arts Movement—and her work’s shared 
attributes with, and differences from, exemplars of those movements and tendencies—form the 
basis and structure of this thesis. It will demonstrate that while her work overlapped with those 
three vectors of influence and exchange, she ultimately expanded each of them to absorb greater 
sets of cultural references and formal criteria into their makeup.    
 Senga Nengudi was born Sue Irons in Chicago in 1943. Her father died when Sue was 
three years old, and her mother, Elois Lillian Jackson (Irons), moved with seven-year-old Sue to 
Pasadena, California, a Los Angeles suburb, in 1951. As a teenager, Sue took art and dance in 
high school and hung outside improvisational jazz clubs, listening on the street before she could 
get in. She attended Pasadena City College for undergraduate studies, followed by California 
State College Los Angeles (CSCLA), where she was one of just two black students in the art 
department, and the only black female student. She majored in art and minored in dance, 
selecting that weighting of disciplines for practical reasons: she saw more longevity in an art 
career and felt her body was not suited to a career in dance. She would return to CSCLA for 
graduate studies in sculpture, but between degrees, from 1966–7, she spent a year at Waseda 
University in Tokyo, in pursuit of a “non-Western experience.”1 There, she was powerfully 
 
1 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution, 
accessed February 22, 2019, https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-interview-senga-
nengudi-16131#transcript.  
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influenced by forms of ritual that she saw in daily Japanese life, as well as her studies into a 
Japanese avant-garde—the Gutai movement, in particular.  
 During both undergraduate and graduate studies at CSCLA, Sue Irons worked at the 
Pasadena Art Museum, where she connected with a dance therapist and helped to lead groups in 
responding to artworks in the form of interpretative dance. At that institution she was exposed to 
L.A.’s avant-garde art scene, witnessing and participating in happenings and observing objects 
by the artists Allan Kaprow, Robert Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, and Jim Dine, among others. 
She felt liberated by the experimental art and performance that she saw there, and the loose and 
democratic approach to process and materials she encountered. At the same time, she was 
involved with the Watts Towers Arts Center, and witnessed what she saw as the transformation 
of philosophies around art-making among black artists in L.A. following the 1965 Watts Riots. 
She would ultimately teach classes at the Watts Towers Arts Center, and was profoundly 
influenced by its director, artist Noah Purifoy, who championed the therapeutic potential and 
community-cultivating power of creating art objects from junk materials salvaged from the 
destruction in Watts. 
 After graduating from CSULA in 1971, Irons went to New York, settling in Harlem, and 
spent the following three years based predominantly there, but traveling back and forth between 
east and west coasts and sharing a studio space with David Hammons in L.A. She met and spent 
time with African American artists in New York, including William T. Williams, Romare 
Bearden, the Weusi collective of Harlem, and visiting artists like Hammons and Betye Saar. 
After returning to Los Angeles from New York in 1974, she gave birth to her first child and, 
shortly thereafter, began working with pantyhose to make abstracted representations of the 
body—the beginnings of her R.S.V.P. works. That year, she also changed her name to Senga 
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Nengudi upon the suggestion of a friend from what is now the Congo Republic, and formed the 
loose collective known as Studio Z with Hammons, Maren Hassinger, Houston Conwill, 
Franklin Parker, RoHo, Joe Ray, Kathy Cyrus, Ron Davis, Greg Edwards, Duval Lewis, Barbara 
McCullough, Roderick Kwaku Young, and Ulysses Jenkins.2 The group was officially 
incorporated in 1976.  
 Nengudi and Hassinger continue to have a close friendship and collaboration, working on 
performative activations of Nengudi’s R.S.V.P. works at L.A.’s Pearl C. Wood gallery in 1977, 
and New York’s Just Above Midtown the same year; their collaboration has continued for five 
decades. Also in 1977, Studio Z showcased their work in an exhibition at the Long Beach 
Museum of Art, and the following year, its members participated in Nengudi’s Ceremony for 
Freeway Fets. In 1980, Nengudi contributed to Ana Mendieta’s Dialectics of Isolation: An 
Exhibition of Third World Women Artists of the United States at New York’s A.I.R. gallery. 
Nengudi and her family later, in 1988, moved to Colorado Springs, where Nengudi lives, makes 
art, and teaches today. Her work has been shown in landmark exhibitions like WACK! Art and 
the Feminist Revolution in 2007, Now Dig This! Art and Black Los Angeles, 1960–1980 in 2011, 
We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical Women 1965–85 in 2017, and Soul of a Nation: Art in 
the Age of Black Power, in 2017, and has been the subject of retrospectives produced by the 
Gallery of Contemporary Art (GOCA) at the University of Colorado, Colorado Springs, in 
collaboration with the Museum of Contemporary Art, Denver, in 2015, and the Henry Moore 
Institute in Leeds, U.K., in 2018.   
 
 
2 Nengudi has said that in the Congo, the words “Senga Nengudi” translate roughly to a female elder or 
healer woman. See her oral history: https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/interviews/oral-history-interview-
senga-nengudi-16131#transcript 
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Four sources, in particular, have been central in outlining the trajectory of Nengudi’s life 
and work, and the influences that helped shape her. A Smithsonian oral history with the artist, 
conducted in 2013, provides a detailed accounting of her biography and the artist’s reflections on 
key works. Kellie Jones’s South of Pico (2017) gives Nengudi prominent place in the author’s 
survey of the work of African American artists working in Los Angeles in the 1960s and ’70s, 
capturing the influences that shaped that particular milieu and charting the concerns and 
achievements of its prominent figures. The catalogue, edited by Begum Yasar, that accompanied 
a 2015 exhibition of Nengudi’s work at one of her galleries, Dominique Levy (now Levy 
Gorvy), emphasizes the importance of performance and poetry in her work. And the catalogue 
produced alongside Nengudi’s GOCA/ MCA Denver exhibition is essential in giving shape to 
the art historical questions surrounding her practice. Elissa Auther and Nora Burnett Abrams, 
curators of the latter exhibition, for instance, in their essays both focus in one way or another on 
hybridity in Nengudi’s work. Auther dwells on Nengudi’s comment that her work resides 
“between art and movement,” arguing that when we begin to pull apart her sculpture from her 
performance, we reassert “the very disciplinary boundaries Nengudi refuses to honor.”3 Taking 
up a similar position, Burnett Abrams calls for Nengudi to be released from questions of race and 
gender4 and considered within the legacy of Postminimalism—to be analyzed in terms of an 
American avant-garde.  
 
 
3 Elissa Auther, “‘Between Art and Movement’: The Hybrid Actions of Senga Nengudi” in Senga 
Nengudi: Improvisational Gestures (Denver: Museum of Contemporary Art, Denver, 2015), 20.  
4 Even while Nengudi claimed her African ancestry by adopting a Congolese name in 1974, she has 
certainly taken an interest in the possibilities of being received as an artist free from the baggage of 
identity politics: in 1998, she wrote poetry under the pseudonym Lily Bea Moor, and she created two 
other artist personas, painter named Harriet Chin and a photographer named Propecia Leigh.  
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With Burnett Abrams’s argument in mind, do we necessarily do a disservice to Nengudi 
by considering her work in relation to various movements, or by tracing the influences on her 
work separately? Is it essentializing to analyze her work through the lenses of race and gender, 
by way of a consideration of her contact and thematic overlap with Feminist and Black 
Liberation movements? It is true that the rich complexity and radicality of Nengudi’s work is 
rooted in its straddling and synthesis of numerous media, themes, concerns, and environments. I 
would argue, however, that through sustained examinations of her relationships to these political 
movements and artistic tendencies, we can better establish the ways in which they both played a 
part in structuring her aesthetic vocabulary and were in turn expanded through her creative 
imagination. Moreover, to couch the formal leaps and bounds that she made in terms only of 
Postminimalism—a tendency that speaks with little specificity to her experiences of being a 
woman, and being black, experiences that she has directly related to the fabric of her work—
would be to lose sight of several fundamental dimensions of her legacy. Postminimalism arose in 
dialogue with a Eurocentric modernism, when Nengudi was also looking east as well as to a pan-
African past and present. “It would be incorrect and inaccurate to discuss and relegate Nengudi’s 
work to a European context that is incompatible and incongruent with her Afrikan-centered 
intent and content,” Greg Anganza Pitts writes in an essay that appears alongside Auther’s and 
Burnett Abrams’s in the GOCA/ MCA Denver catalogue.5   
 This thesis demonstrates that understanding the nature of Nengudi’s hybridity should be 
predicated on a deeper comprehension of how she interacted with various movements and 
influences—how she took freely from these and expanded their terms, troubling every genre and 
set of concerns and priorities that she engaged. I am far from the first, of course, to consider her 
 
5 Greg Angaza Pitts, “Body Language | Body Talk” in Senga Nengudi: Improvisational Gestures 
(Denver: Museum of Contemporary Art, Denver, 2015), 33. 
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work alongside the histories of Feminist art, Postminimalism, and the Black Arts movement—
her exhibition history speaks to those framings, as does the MCA Denver catalogue—but I have, 
I hope, taken a deeper look at her relationship to these movements and tendencies. I do not mean 
to claim these as the only frames of reference relevant to her work, nor do I mean to assert their 
equivalency in the diverse matter of her artistic DNA.6Given that these three fulcrums of 
influence and exchange all emerged in the late 1960s and ’70s, I have looked predominantly at 
Nengudi’s work from this period, though I also incorporate later works to illuminate the 
continuation and iteration on certain themes that arise in her practice.  
 Nengudi’s R.S.V.P. sculptures and performances sprang, in large part, from the 
experience of having a woman’s body. This fact, as well as the artist’s proximity to the origins of 
the Feminist Art movement in the United States, calls for a closer look at the ways in which her 
work intersects with (and diverges from) the concerns and formal legacies of that movement, as 
well as the broader, global spectrum of feminisms, and these questions I have taken as my 
subject for Chapter 1. In this chapter, I examine the Feminist politics in her work, underlining the 
ways in which it speaks to an intersectional, Third World Feminism—the nature and parameters 
of which formed a topic of discussion among women artists of color in the United States in the 
1970s and early ’80s—more so than with the feminism of artists of the Feminist Art Program 
(FAP) at California Institute of the Arts. Even as Nengudi’s work shared fundamental principles 
with the latter group of artists, including one’s personal, gender-related experiences constituting 
legitimate subject matter for works of art, and an emphasis on collaboration and collective 
action, its political positioning is less overt, more diffuse and enigmatic.  
 
 
6 Nengudi herself has suggested she held the strongest allegiance with the Black liberation movements of 
the 1960s and ’70s, as Amelia Jones notes in her essay in Senga Nengudi: Improvisational Gestures, 44.  
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Nengudi, I argue, aligns more with a politics of invisibility, as opposed to the insistence 
on visibility that characterized much Feminist artist politics. She conducted a multisensory 
engagement with the body via her performative objects, which were originally intended to be 
handled by audiences as well as performers, thereby undercutting our culture’s privileging of 
sight, per Peggy Phelan’s analysis. In her emphasis on movement and touch (and, to a degree, 
her abstraction of the body), she shares much with her collaborators David Hammons and Maren 
Hassinger, whose work surfaces repeatedly throughout this thesis. The nature of her 
collaboration with Hammons and Hassinger, and the other artists of the loose collective Studio Z, 
was also open-ended, improvisatory, and explorative, in contrast to the FAP’s more structured 
approach to pursuing a shared objective of liberating themselves from a patriarchal system. The 
dynamics of collaboration, community, and intersubjectivity are also aestheticized in Nengudi’s 
pantyhose forms, and her materials elicit empathy not solely for the plight of women but also for 
the oppressed and disenfranchised at large. 
 It is worth noting that Hassinger and Hammons were not the only artists that were 
important to Nengudi as collaborators—the other members of the Studio Z collective, as well as 
other artists not included in the collective, come in and out of her biography and resume—but 
they have arguably been the most important. Hassinger, without question, has been Nengudi’s 
key, lifelong collaborator and an integral influence. Nengudi and Hassinger have each appeared 
in each other’s performances numerous times, as well as co-authoring performances, in addition 
to those they created in tandem with the other members of Studio Z. Nengudi and Hammons, 
while not as closely bound as she and Hassinger, shared studios in the ’70s and were close 
friends and strong influences on each other’s artistic vocabularies. For the purposes of this thesis, 
I have dwelled primarily on collaborations that were authored (or, perhaps more accurately, 
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conceived and directed) by Nengudi. But in Chapter 2, Hassinger and Hammons become almost 
co-subjects with Nengudi in my consideration of the relationships of each of their sculptural 
practices to Postminimalism—a reflection of the centrality of collaboration to Nengudi’s oeuvre 
and my view that an understanding of Hassinger and Hammons’ work is near-essential to 
understanding Nengudi’s. 
 As with Feminist Art, Nengudi opened up Postminimalism to a wider frame of 
references, environments, and media. Though she is missing from the canonical literature on this 
tendency in sculpture, she, along with Hammons and Hassinger, and the other artists of Studio Z, 
expanded its material, kinetic, and phenomenological concerns toward an emphasis on the live, 
ephemeral, and site-specific. Nengudi encountered the work of Claes Oldenburg, Allan Kaprow, 
and other artists who laid groundwork for Postminimalism—privileging the soft, the process-
oriented, and the time-based—but was also exposed to discourses around Afrocentricity and the 
particular junk art politics that emerged from the rubble of the Watts Riots in Los Angeles, in 
1965. She, along with her collaborators, used materials and contexts that spoke to the street (and 
in the case of she and Hammons, to blackness), and employed her objects in improvised theater 
that combined movement, music, and, sometimes, topical themes or intentions.    
 That emphasis on performative and oral traditions aligned with the predispositions of the 
Black Arts Movement, which Nengudi came into contact with on both east and west coasts, and 
which is the subject of Chapter 3. While she was influenced by Purifoy’s philosophies in L.A.—
the Watts Towers Arts Center was a locus of the Black Arts Movement on the west coast—it was 
on the east coast that she was introduced to the Yoruba religion and immersed in Afrocentric 
cultures and practices, including the work of the Weusi collective. On the east coast, as on the 
west coast, she came into contact with a Black avant-garde. Even while she was intensely aware 
 10 
that her abstract work did not fit the template of what an art form intended to advance the black 
liberation struggle should look like, the Black Arts Movement’s politics and championing of 
pan-African rituals and aesthetics influenced her profoundly. The work she made in New York, 
which moved a little closer than her earlier work to representing the body, would lay the 
foundations for her R.S.V.P. works. She began to conceive the R.S.V.P.s after returning to L.A. in 
1974 and giving birth to her first child, the same year she changed her name.  
 Nengudi’s strong identification with the politics of Black Cultural Nationalism—and its 
manifestation in forms of ritual, dance, and jazz, if not its aesthetic orthodoxies when it came to 
the visual arts—pushed the principles of the Black Arts Movement into a new visual realm. She 
employed her abstract pantyhose objects as ritualistic aids, and in her performances, created riffs 
on Diasporic traditions that she fused with other multicultural ritualistic and performative 
practices—Christian, Native American, Japanese. Through object-making and ephemeral theater, 












Chapter 1: “Black Fingerprints and the Fragrance of a Woman:”  
Senga Nengudi and Feminism  
 
In 1980, Senga Nengudi took part in an exhibition at New York’s A.I.R. gallery, an all-
female cooperative space created in the early ’70s to showcase art made by women artists. Titled 
Dialectics of Isolation: An Exhibition of Third World Women Artists of the United States and 
curated by artists Ana Mendieta, Kazuko Miyamoto, and Zarina, the exhibition was devoted to 
the work of U.S.-based artists of color, who were largely excluded from the American Feminist 
Movement.7 There, Nengudi showed a sculpture named Swing Low (1977) (Fig. 6–8), an 
ambiguous figure composed of intersecting pieces of knotted and stretched brown nylon from 
women’s pantyhose.8 The piece hangs from the ceiling in a posture close to all-fours, its legs and 
gusset splayed across the abutting wall. Two long, stretched stockings culminate in pendulous 
breast-like forms, which Nengudi evokes by filling their knotted ends with sand. This is 
unmistakably an allusion to a female figure—one whose body is restrained, compromised, and 
pinned in place, but also in flight, swooping down precipitously from above like an angel diving 
from the heavens in a Renaissance painting. The way the figure suggests movement gives it a 
live, active quality that elicits viewers’ empathy; one can feel the weight of its breasts pulling 
towards the ground, its nylon restraints flexing to their limit.  
 
7 Dialectics of Isolation included works by Judith Baca, Beverly Buchanan, Janet Olivia Henry, Senga 
Nengudi, Lydia Okumura, Howardena Pindell, Selena W. Persico (formerly known as Selena 
Whitefeather), and Zarina. 
8 There are discrepancies between the Dialectics catalogue and the exhibition checklist, including with 
regard to the question of which of Nengudi’s artworks appeared in the show. While the catalogue 
indicates that it was Swing Low, the checklist suggests that Nengudi showed an artwork named 118th 
between 2nd and 3rd Nukey, Nukey (no date given), presumably an earlier version of her sculpture Nuki 
Nuki—Across 118th Street (1982), discussed in Chapter 2. For the sake of this thesis, I am taking the 
catalogue as the exhibition’s truer record.  
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The title of the work, Swing Low, makes an obvious reference to a famous Negro spiritual 
song about salvation in the afterlife. “Sometimes I’m up, and sometimes I’m down,” one chorus 
of that song goes, “(Coming for to carry me home)/ But still my soul feels heavenly bound/ 
(Coming for to carry me home.)” It is not unfeasible that Nengudi would have imagined this 
song playing in viewers’ heads, or at least invited that possibility, while looking at the piece—
with movement, music, dance, and other live performative activities capable of moving the soul 
so central to her work. Even the words that sometimes accompany Nengudi’s objects and 
performances can take on dancing, near-sonic formations; in an artist statement for the 1988 
group exhibition Art as a Verb: The Evolving Continuum: Installations, Performances, and 
Videos by 13 Afro-American Artists, in which Nengudi again showed Swing Low, she wrote: “I 
AM WORKING ON PERSONAL MAPS TRA LA/ LA LA LA LA LA/ HOW OTHERS HAVE 
CHARTED THEIR LIVES TRA LA/ LA    LA    LA     LA     LA,”9 the spaces between the 
syllables stretching out in time with the ditty that her words suggest, taking up space like her 
distended nylon forms and conjuring musical notations.  
 In the catalogue for Dialectics, Nengudi opted for a more straightforward statement on 
her work: “I am concerned with the way life experiences pull and tug on the human body and 
psyche,” she wrote. “And the body’s ability to cope with it. Nylon mesh serves my needs in 
reflecting this elasticity.”10 The words convey in straightforward terms the essence of much of 
her work: hers is a practice about the dimensions of human experience—life’s ups and downs, to 
borrow an image from the song Swing Low, the way the body and spirit are shaped and 
 
9 Text by Senga Nengudi in Art as a Verb: The Evolving Continuum: Installations, Performances, and 
Videos by 13 Afro-American Artists (Baltimore: Maryland Institute, College of Art, 1989), n/p. 
10 Text by Senga Nengudi in Dialectics of Isolation: An Exhibition of Third World Women Artists of the 
United States (New York: A.I.R. Gallery, 1980), n/p.  
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weathered by external forces, and the way they nonetheless maintain powerful expressive force 
and agency. A body and mind may be stretched, worn thin or threadbare, and hung out to dry, 
but through innate strength, they resist, and are resilient to pressures. The sculptural figure’s 
seeming agency, however limited or bound, recalls bell hooks’ reflection on Michel Foucault’s 
theories on relations of power. He emphatically states, as she writes, “that in all relations of 
power ‘there is necessarily the possibility of resistance,’” and he “invites the critical thinker to 
search those margins, gaps, and locations on and through the body where agency can be 
found.”11  
 What does it mean that Nengudi chose, in this instance, a brown female body to reflect a 
human subject—using worn pantyhose and couching it in the aura of a Negro spiritual—and 
presented it alongside the work of other female artists of color who identified as “Third World 
women”?12 In her short, incisive introduction to the Dialectics exhibition, Mendieta ended a 
statement about the exclusion of non-white women from the Feminist Movement with: “This 
exhibition points not necessarily to the injustice or incapacity of a society that has not been 
willing to include us, but more towards a personal will to continue being ‘other.’”13 Indeed, the 
notion of “otherness” provides a useful framework to think about the way Nengudi’s work 
intersects with—and diverges from—the concerns of the Feminist Movement, including the 
 
11 bell hooks, “The Oppositional Gaze: Black female spectators” in The Feminism and Visual Culture 
Reader, ed. Amelia Jones (London; New York: Routledge, 2010), 107.  
12 The use of the term “Third World women” to describe women of color in the United States emerged in 
the 1970s as a means to connect their struggle against oppression with “larger, global processes of 
decolonization,” Aruna D’Souza writes: “By theorizing the existence of the Third World within the First, 
they were able to critique the class and race privilege of Western feminism and see their own oppression 
as a continued legacy of colonialism and multiple forms of violence.” See: Aruna D’Souza, “Curating 
Difference” in the online publication Dialectics of Entanglement: Do We Exist Together? 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/574dd51d62cd942085f12091/t/5b6cb5cbaa4a992cbaac223c/153385
1141682/AIR_DOE_publication_single-version.pdf, accessed April 29, 2020.  
13 Text by Ana Mendieta in Dialectics of Isolation: An Exhibition of Third World Women Artists of the 
United States, n/p.  
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dominant strain of the American movement that emerged in Los Angeles in the late 1960s and 
early ’70s. It can also be used to delineate what it shares, and does not, with other artists 
associated with Feminist concerns to whom she’s been compared, like Rebecca Horn and Lygia 
Clark. 
 Outlining the ways in which Nengudi’s work is both alike and distinct from these artists 
and the Feminist Art Movement at large underscores what her achievements have done to expand 
and complicate the latter category. At the same time, establishing the relationship of her work to 
that of other “Third World women artists” brings it into definition and establishes the nuance and 
variety in the spectrum of Feminist concerns in American art during the ’70s and ’80s.  
 While the groundbreaking 2007 exhibition “WACK! Art and the Feminist Revolution” at 
L.A.’s MOCA has established the plurality and globalism of Feminist positions in art, and 
debunked the colonialist narrative of Feminism originating in the West and spreading across the 
world, the work that grew out of the Feminist Art Program (FAP) that began at Fresno State, and 
moved to CalArts, is a ready comparison for Nengudi’s work, given the artist’s proximity to it. 
Nengudi showed work at the Women’s Building, the venue that was an outgrowth of the FAP’s 
now-iconic Womanhouse (1972). And there is plenty, generally speaking, that Nengudi shares 
with Judy Chicago, Miriam Schapiro, and the other women artists closely associated with the 
FAP. Her R.S.V.P. sculptures and performances began with her own personal experiences, 
primarily ones that were gendered—like the elasticity of the female body during and after 
pregnancy, and her fraught relationship to her body image. “After experiencing childbirth I 
became fascinated with the way the body stretches to a near breaking point then returns to its 
original shape—almost,” she wrote in a statement in the late 1970s or early ’80s.14 In her 
 
14 Senga Nengudi, “Artist’s Statement, Late 1970s, Early 1980s” in Senga Nengudi, ed. Begum Yasar 
(New York: Dominique Levy Gallery, 2015), 82.   
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personal diaries, she regularly refers to the Overeaters Anonymous meetings she attended as an 
adult. In interview, she described her relationship to her weight being a significant factor in her 
preoccupation with the body.15 And in her choice of material, panythose, Nengudi commented on 
the regulation of women’s bodies: she has talked about the charged history around the 
prescription of skin tones in nylons, particularly the difficulty of finding brown pantyhose for 
sale, and the tendency for brown stockings to be larger in size. Collaboration and collective 
action, major legacies of the West Coast Feminist Art Movement, were also key to Nengudi’s 
work, and she, too, blurred the lines between Feminism-associated art forms: performance, body 
art, and sculptures and installations made of soft fabric.  
 Yet Nengudi espoused a form of Feminist Art that was less overtly political than the 
artists of the FAP, who drew influence from the student movements of the 1960s, and which 
registered influences and concerns far beyond women’s experience.16 She did not relate to the 
didacticism of much of the Feminist Art being produced from the ’70s onwards.17 In the early 
’70s, the artists of the FAP, including Chicago, Miriam Shapiro, and Faith Wilding, searched for 
a unifying language, one that related directly to women’s bodies and histories. The result, 
thinking in particular of Womanhouse (1972) (Fig. 9–11)—an immersive installation and venue 
in which the artists transformed rooms of a house into Feminist Art and held performances and 
 
15 Interview with Senga Nengudi, April 14, 2019. In personal sketches that appear in her archives, she 
also drew cartoonish images of women with ballooning breasts sagging to the ground or swallowing up 
the picture frame.  
16 “I didn’t see myself pushing forth a particular agenda,” she said in her oral history with Elissa Auther; 
see Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art, Smithsonian 
Institution.  
17 “A lot of Feminist art is didactic. My stuff just comes from my experiences, and if someone wants to 
layer something on top of that, then that’s fine: that’s how it is,” she said in interview with Donald Odita, 
1995, Senga Nengudi Papers, Smithsonian Archives of American Art, Box 3. 
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meetings there—was work that made female biology more visible, that addressed societal 
constructions of womanhood, and elevated women’s craft and decorative practices. 
 As with Mendieta, Beverly Buchanan, and other artists that appeared in Mendieta’s 1980 
exhibition, Nengudi found herself doubly marginalized, as a woman and a non-white woman.18 
Nengudi by and large related to an intersectional Feminism, to being a black woman in America, 
shaped by manifold allegiances, influences, and experiences. “ANYTHING I MAKE/ HAS 
BLACK FINGER PRINTS ALL OVER IT/ BECAUSE I AM BLACK,” she wrote in 1996. 
“ANYTHING I MAKE/ HAS THE FRAGRANCE OF WOMAN/ BECAUSE I AM A 
WOMAN.”19 When making her R.S.V.P.s, she had in mind the exploitation of black female 
bodies, of black wet nurses whose bodies were worked and drained, often in the service of white 
children.20 This image resonates with Swing Low, where the subject’s legs and arms are secured 
in place but the breasts hang freely, easily accessible.  
Nenudi’s feeling of alienation from the overwhelmingly white affiliates of the American 
Feminist Art Movement was only compounded by their treatment of her when she was invited 
into the fold. Indeed Nengudi and Betye Saar have both commented on feeling tokenized when 
they showed work at the Women’s Building. (“Hardly supported by our white contemporaries, 
including the women’s movement, we set out on our own,” Nengudi wrote in 2009, reflecting 
back on her early experiences of the art world.21) And numerous other black women artists and 
writers have described the experience of double or triple exclusion (based on their race, gender, 
and class status) that they encountered in the U.S. late into the twentieth century, amplifying 
 
18 Buchanan was also marginalized as a Southern outsider artist.  
19 Senga Nengudi, “Personal Statement, 1996” in Senga Nengudi, ed. Begum Yasar, 87. 
20 Senga Nengudi, “Artist’s Statement, Late 1970s” in Senga Nengudi, ed. Begum Yasar, 81.  
21 Senga Nengudi, “Maren and Me,” African American Performance Art Archive, 2009, accessed 
February 27, 2019, https://aapaa.org/artists/senga-nengudi/maren-and-me/. 
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their experience of the kind of “existential self”—one shaped by the endless struggle to assert 
one’s humanity in a racist society—that Valerie Cassel Oliver has outlined.22 
 “As white women ignore their built in privilege of whiteness and define woman in terms 
of their own experience alone,” wrote Audre Lorde in a 1993 edition of Ms. magazine, “then 
women of color become ‘other,’ the outsider whose experience and tradition is too ‘alien’ to 
comprehend.”23 Nengudi herself recounted a story of a “renegade performance” that she and her 
close collaborator Maren Hassinger enacted at an all-female exhibition at the Long Beach 
Museum in 1983 that conveyed this outsider experience.24 When Hassinger was the only black 
artist invited to participate in an all-women exhibition, she and Nengudi stood at the entrance of 
the exhibition with a sheet over their bodies, in a piece titled Spooks Who Sat By the Door 
(1983)—a reference to the Sam Greenlee novel and film adaptation of the same name, in which a 
black affirmative-action CIA agent goes through elite training, only to get posted in the 
photocopy department, as well as to the broader experience of tokenizing black hires.25 “I don’t 
think anybody paid attention to us,” Nengudi later reflected, “but they had to come through us. 
They might not have even understood the reference.”26  
 The concealment of the black body in Nengudi and Hassinger’s Spooks Who Sat By the 
Door acts both as commentary on the invisibility of African Americans in the art world—their 
outsider, alien status—and a liberating act of resistance. As Kellie Jones writes, “The power of 
invisibility, what Peggy Phelan calls being ‘unmarked,’ is the force and energy of something that 
 
22 Valerie Cassel Oliver, Double Consciousness: Black Conceptual Art Since 1970 (Houston: 
Contemporary Arts Museum, 2005), 17. 
23 Audre Lorde, “Let’s Get Real about Feminism,” quoted in Lisa E. Farrington, Creating Their Own 
Image: The History of African-American Women Artists (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 
148.  
24 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.  
25 The word “spooks” also plays on a pejorative term for African Americans. 
26 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution.  
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doesn’t announce itself, finds strength outside the ‘surveillance of the object,’ and ‘wilfully 
[fails] to appear.’”27 Phelan’s advocacy of “that which is immaterial and phantasmatic,” over the 
“empirical real,” in the art world’s “visibility-is-currency economy” manifests in Spooks.2829 By 
veiling their bodies, Nengudi and Hassinger disrupted the kind of exploitation in which a black 
employee is placed at the front desk of an office as window-dressing to signal diversity.  
 This resistance to being seen, and used, is also at play in Nengudi’s sculptures. They may 
contain empathetic traces of bodies, in worn pantyhose that echo the volumes of legs, feet, and 
buttocks—or that are imprinted, perhaps, with black fingerprints or the fragrance of a woman—
but the bodies ultimately fail to appear. Her tactile, abstracted allusions to human figures invite 
viewers to feel their form (both literally, as her sculptures were once intended to be touched in 
galleries, and imaginatively, in the sense of their evoking the weight of another’s body, and one’s 
own body) more so than to see them. Nengudi outlines the trauma and experience latent in the 
body while refusing the possibility of its becoming subject to a viewer’s gaze, and thereby 
inflicting further violence. This dynamic calls to mind various, slightly later, works by Nengudi’s 
sometime collaborator David Hammons, like his Untitled (Rock Head) (1998) (Fig. 12), a 
faceless stone topped with dustings of found hair, or his In the Hood (1993) (Fig. 13), a hoodie 
that has been dismembered from a sweatshirt, suggesting a body that has been disappeared, or 
that has wilfully disappeared, in addition to its loaded allusions to racial stereotyping. Never is 
this “active vanishing,” as Phelan puts it, more present than in Hammons’s Which Mike Would 
You Like to Be Like (2003) , consisting of three spare microphones devoid of their performers.30 
 
27 Kellie Jones, South of Pico: African American Artists in Los Angeles in the 1960s and 1970s (Durham; 
London: Duke University Press, 2017), 190.  
28 Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance (London; New York: Routledge, 1993), 4. 
29 Ibid, 19. 
30 Peggy Phelan, Unmarked: The Politics of Performance, 19.  
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The piece is a reference to three famous black Mikes (Tyson, Jordan, and Jackson), as well as to 
the popular 1992 Gatorade commercial featuring Michael Jordan, “Be Like Mike.” The artist 
invokes black entertainers who achieved maximum visibility in a fetishistic, exploitative 
economy; he grants them a particular kind of power and agency by alluding to their voices but 
insisting that their bodies remain invisible.31  
 Nengudi was similarly drawn toward a representation of the body that was enigmatic or 
defiantly other, and that could not be fully contained. Her abstracted nylon bodies, of various 
shades, are sometimes androgynous or hermaphroditic, with ambiguous, pendulous forms that 
could refer either to the female or male physiognomy. At times, they evoke organs spilling from 
the container of the body, as in Insides Out (1977) (Fig. 15). This work is a representation of the 
human form that she saw as “giving voice to those with no tongue to speak about their fragile 
selves,” as she wrote in a letter accepting the Ordway Prize, in 2005.32 In R.S.V.P. 1975 (1975) 
(Fig. 16), for instance, a pair of brown panythose are splayed wide in a “Y” formation to suggest 
outstretched legs or arms, in a sexualized pose or gesture of supplication, perhaps, with sand-
filled appendages tied around the middle and extending down into two fertile sacks, or feet, that 
meet the ground. This indeterminate body, held in weight and tension, has a gender-fluid 
gathering of gourd-like organs evocative of both men and women—testicles, breasts, wombs? 
Nengudi’s flexible forms may assert their difference, however they are also relatable in being 
 
31 Hammons’s “sustained refusal” (as critic Andrew Russeth has described it in ArtNews) of the art world 
and being seen, extends to his artworks. “The slides are the art pieces and the art pieces don’t exist,” he 
said to Kellie Jones in 1986, during a conversation in which he imagined burning down one of his public 
artworks, Delta Spirit, and letting it live on only in documentation; see catalogue for David Hammons: 
the unauthorized retrospective (New York: Triple Candie, 2006), n/p.     
32 Senga Nengudi, acceptance letter for the Ordway Prize, 2005, Senga Nengudi Papers, Archives of 
American Art, Box 4.  
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abjectly human. As her longtime collaborator Hassinger remarked in a video interview, 
“Everyone has a pendulous hangy thing”33 somewhere on their body.  
 As with the artists of the FAP and other Feminist consciousness-raising groups, women 
of color came together to discuss shared experiences in the ’70s and ’80s. A 1978 exhibition 
dedicated to “Third World women” at New York’s SOHO20 Gallery (preceding Mendieta’s by 
two years) included a discussion about the experiences of non-white women that involved Vivian 
Browne, Tomie Arai, and Howardena Pindell, among other artists of color. Faith Ringgold, 
Dindga McCannon, Kay Brown, Vivian Browne, and other black women met as the collective 
Where We At in New York beginning in 1971. Artists and arts professionals joinedin the ’70s to 
produce an issue of the feminist magazine Heresies that explored the experiences of non-white 
women. Though Nengudi did not actively participate in any of these meetings, some of the 
discussion points that arose in their conversations give context to her work. Lowery Stokes Sims, 
writing on the discussion that took place in conjunction with SOHO20’s 1978 exhibition, noted 
the moderator Lula Mae Blocton’s comment that women of different cultural backgrounds were 
having trouble finding common ground.34 Indeed the plurality of perspectives that were brought 
together under the rubric of “Third World women” in the arts led to exhibitions that did not 
necessarily share medium or language, but rather were a series of singular voices “allied in a 
joint struggle for recognition—a struggle waged outside dominant American culture,” as 
Stephanie Weissberg writes in her text reflecting back on Mendieta’s exhibition. 35  
 
 
33 Maren Hassinger, in video interview accessed February 19, 2019, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8b3vRBe0Axo 
34 Lowery Stokes Sims, “Third World Women Speak,” in We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical 
Women, 1965–85, ed. Rujeko Hockley and Catherine Morris (Brooklyn: Brooklyn Museum, 2017), 190.  
35 Stephanie Weissberg, “Ana Mendieta’s ‘Dialectics of Isolation,’” in We Wanted a Revolution: Black 
Radical Women, 1965–85, 213. 
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So it was that in 1980 Nengudi’s swooping, ceiling-bound pantyhose body Swing Low 
appeared alongside Buchanan’s gathering of cast cement blocks Wall Column (1980) (Fig. 17) 
and Selena Whitefeather’s photograph of shrubs, among other works that manifest an openness 
of interpretation and concerns that extend far beyond gender. In their contributions to the 
exhibition, Howardena Pindell, Janet Olivia Henry, and Judith F. Baca addressed race and 
gender more explicitly. In Pindell’s Free, White and 21 (1980), the artist dressed up in whiteface 
to satirize the perspectives and attitudes of white Feminists. Janet Olivia Henry’s Ju Ju Bag for a 
White Protestant Male (1979–80) housed a collection of paraphernalia owned by a fictional 
Wasp-y male. Judith F. Baca’s roaming mural Uprising of the Mujeres (1979) (Fig. 18) riffed on 
narratives of female deities. Yet any racial or gender-related threads through the other artists’ 
works were more oblique. If little shared sensibility could be found across the objects, certain 
threads could be located, such as an affinity with states of impermanence, itinerancy, and a 
resourcefulness with limited materials—as in Buchanan’s sculptural engagement with Land Art 
and the erosion of the built environment; Baca’s portable mural, which evoked the “People’s Art 
Movement” and communities’ reclamation of public space; and Nengudi’s thrifty use of 
pantyhose.36   
 At the SOHO20 discussion, Faith Ringgold remarked on the way in which the particular 
demands of family life and economic pressures of being an artist doubly excluded from the 
structures of the art world shaped the materials and form of her art. She needed to travel where 
opportunity took her—which meant leaving New York for lecture/performances, requiring a 
“more ‘portable and personable’ art form than painting,” as Lowery Stokes Sims recorded her 
 
36 Text by Judith Baca in Dialectics of Isolation: An Exhibition of Third World Women Artists of the 
United States, n/p.  
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saying.37 In addition, Ringgold “described her transition from painting to making soft sculpture, 
recalling family resistance when she retreated alone to her studio to paint.”38 These kinds of 
pragmatic restraints call to mind Nengudi’s comment that pantyhose appealed to her as a 
material due to its portability—to the fact that you could roll a pair up and fit it into a handbag.39 
Dialectics underscored the fact that what white women could often take for granted, such as a  
degree of economic security and the freedoms that afforded, women of color could not.   
 Nengudi’s Swing Low may have been pinned into place at A.I.R. gallery, but it embodies 
a state of transition or flux, its elements stretching and flexing, alluding to movement and 
metamorphosis. In some of the work she made while living in New York, Nengudi evoked 
abject, itinerant bodies that she had encountered in public. She created fabric silhouettes of 
figures that she deployed as flags, suspending them from the fire escape outside her Spanish 
Harlem apartment so that they moved in the wind. She has talked about these works in 
connection to “the swaying bodies of the drug addicts” she would see on the street, reflecting 
that they looked like “a forest of trees in the wind, because they’d be standing there, scratching, 
looking around, swaying slowly this way and that as they nodded, almost to the ground,” but 
never fell.40  
 
 
37 Lowery Stokes Sims, “Third World Women Speak,” in We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical 
Women, 1965–85, 191.  
38 Ibid.  
39 In interview with Jori Finkel, she said: “Because there was always an issue about money, my concept 
was I could take a whole show and put it in my purse. I could take it out of my purse and hang it up and 
there you are—there would be no costs for installing or shipping. I liked that a woman’s life is in her 
purse.” See: “Q&A: Maren Hassinger and Senga Nengudi,” Los Angeles Times.  
40 Senga Nengudi, quoted in “Making Doors: Linda Goode Bryant in conversation with Senga Nengudi,” 
Ursula, Issue 1, Winter 2018, 39.  
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As Sims writes of the 1978 roundtable among third world women, non-white women’s 
group values may “militate against individualistic (i.e., artistic) expression, particularly by 
women.”41The peculiar inclusivity of Nengudi’s R.S.V.P. series stems in part from their allusion 
to combinations of interacting bodies, as in R.S.V.P. I (1977) (Fig. 19, 20), in which pairs of 
pantyhose filled with sand to suggest buttocks are flexed across the corner of a room in 
harmonious formation. Stretched to different lengths in the form of an arched concertina, they 
conjure a line of dancing figures or a stop-motion photograph representing the trajectory of one 
body bounding through space. Several of these abstract bodies meet the ground on their descent, 
appearing to use it as a springboard to bounce upwards again. This particular R.S.V.P. echoes the 
combinations of dancing bodies that constitute many of Nengudi’s performances.  
 Nengudi is interested in representing not only the expressive potential of the body, its 
pliability and resiliency, but also the healing potential of bodies coming together in ritualistic 
movement—indeed to the value of community. In her experimental performance piece 
Ceremony for Freeway Fets (1978) (Fig. 21–28), various loosely affiliated members (both 
female and male) of the Studio Z collective engaged in an improvised performance involving 
costumes, masks, music, and dance, with Nengudi presiding over the ceremony.42 The 
performance was intended to ease the tensions between Black men and women in the Black 
community. It was also intended to “consecrate the ground” under a freeway in L.A., near Pico 
Boulevard, in a part of the city known for its diverse community of residents, as well as its 
homeless, itinerant population. “At that time, in the Black community, Black men and women 
were really having a time honoring and respecting each other,” she has said. “I wanted to create a 
 
41 Lowery Stokes Sims, “Third World Women Speak,” in We Wanted a Revolution: Black Radical 
Women, 1965–85, 191.  
42 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art.  
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piece where these two energies would come together, for good.”43Even while the performance 
took place with only a small audience, Nengudi sought to create energy through the group’s 
movements and sound that would affect not only the participants but also the broader black 
community, soothing its internal conflicts. 
 The importance of collaboration and intersubjectivity in Nengudi’s work—the way her 
work suggests an understanding of self in relationship to others—has been remarked on 
elsewhere. This aspect of her work also dovetails with the impact of the larger Feminist 
Movement. As Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard wrote in The Power of Feminist Art: 
“Through Feminism, women were among the first to arrive at the realization that the self may 
only exist within social framing, and so the cliche of the individual vs. society, which had been a 
male myth all along, was brought into question by Feminist women, who now saw the categories 
as not only interdependent but also problematic.”44 
 For Nengudi, the individual comes into definition through creative and corporal agency, 
and the social body takes shape through creative and corporal exchange. Nengudi creates these 
dynamics not only in her performances that include more than one body, but also in her 
sculptures that allude to multiple organisms as well as to the phenomenological responses of 
audiences. Indeed, the title of her most important series, R.S.V.P., is an invitation to respond. Her 
works suggest that art can transform as much through the imaginative and visceral response of 
the audience—something similar, perhaps, to the “interpretation-as-exchange” that Amelia Jones 
sees in Feminist body art in general—as it can through artistic metamorphosis and exchange.45 
 
43 Ibid. 
44 Norma Broude and Mary D. Garrard, “Introduction: Feminism and Art in the Twentieth Century,” in 
The Power of Feminist Art: The American Movement of the 1970s, History and Impact, ed. Norma 
Broude and Mary D. Garrard (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1994), 22.  




Nengudi’s process of collaboration with Hassinger, Hammons, and others differed from that of 
the FAP in being less structured, and more improvisatory, open-ended, and explorative—
something akin to the free-flow syncopations of a jazz ensemble—rather than based on 
consciousness-raising sessions that led to art in service of a clear political agenda. The centrality 
of exchange to her work is such that she has talked about her relationship with Hassinger as 
amounting to no less than a kind of “creative survival”46at moments in her life when she was 
struggling to find time for her art amid the pressures of family life. When Nengudi and Hassinger 
were unable to come together to improvise, they shared performance and sculptural concepts via 
mail, such as a list of concepts dated May 27th, 2001, in which they consider, among other ideas, 
conversations, and mural project ideas, performances titled “Artists Talk Shit,” “Hard to be a 
woman,” “Sick to death of racism,” and “There’s room for the spirit.”47  
 Nengudi gives this kind of human interdependence shape in works like her 1976 Studio 
Performance with R.S.V.P. (Fig. 29), in which her sculpture becomes a surrogate collaborator. In 
a documentary image of the performance, Nengudi appears crouching and cloaked in a garment 
that covers her face; her outstretched arm pulls at one end of an R.S.V.P. figure that is attached to 
the wall of her studio by its other limb. Held in tension, the figure appears to stride forward on 
sand-filled feet. Recalling the cloaked form of Joseph Beuys as he attempted to commune with a 
live coyote, in I Like America and America Likes Me (1974) (Fig. 30), performed just two years 
earlier, at the Rene Block gallery in New York, Nengudi suggests a shamanic presence, calling 
 
46 Senga Nengudi, “Maren and Me.”  
47 Letters exchanged between Senga Nengudi and Maren Hassinger, Senga Nengudi Papers, Archives of 
American Art, Box 3.  
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this abstract human form into being. Her object becomes a creative partner as she responds to its 
presence and in turn helps to imbue it with life.  
 The way that Nengudi’s work gives form to social relationships that are rooted in 
physical experience has led Marsha Meskimmon to locate her aptly “within a slightly variant 
constellation of [feminist] affinities, focused...on the interface between embodiment, sensory 
knowledge, and intersubjective sociality,”48 and to connect her to the sculptural appendages of 
Rebecca Horn (Fig. 31) and the participatory objects of Lygia Clark (Fig. 32, 33). The 
comparison is a powerfully compelling one in elucidating the way Nengudi also deals with the 
pleasures and pains of the body, and positions the body at the “nexus between subject and 
object,” as Meskimmon writes of Horn.49 Nengudi’s abstract sculptural figures exercise agency 
while being subject to external pressures. But as fugitive, itinerant body parts, they resist being 
seen.  
 Nengudi also shares much with Lygia Clark’s emphasis on touch, participation, and 
social relations. The artist has described a formative moment in the development of her artistic 
imagination when she climbed onto a sculptural effigy of Jesus at her Catholic school and sat in 
its lap, remarking later on the importance of being able to touch it. “You should really have this 
experience with the artwork,” she has said, “not just looking at it, but totally connecting with 
it.”50 Yet couching Nengudi’s work only in terms of embodiment, sensory knowledge, and 
intersubjective sociality does not capture its fundamental relationship to ritual and religious 
practice, to jazz, improvisation and other performative practices of the African diaspora. 
 
48 Marsha Meskimmon, “Chronology though Cartography: Mapping 1970s Feminist Art Globally,” in 
WACK!: Art and the Feminist Revolution (Los Angeles: Museum of Contemporary Art; Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2007), 334.   
49 Marsha Meskimmon, “Chronology though Cartography: Mapping 1970s Feminist Art Globally,” in 
WACK!: Art and the Feminist, 333.  
50 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art. 
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Her interest in ritual and Diasporic traditions puts her in step with Mendieta, who invoked pre-
Columbian and Afro-Cuban practices in her work. Mendieta’s Silueta series (Fig. 34, 35), 
closely associated with the archetype of Mother Earth, the Great Goddess, or the Great Mother—
a strong thread through much ’70s Feminist Art—has echoes in Nengudi’s later sand paintings, 
installations in which landscapes of sand rise into peaks that resemble breasts, with scattered 
fragments of metal tubing forming phallic interludes. These works were influenced by Native 
American sand paintings, traditionally used in healing ceremonies. Yet Nengudi’s R.S.V.P. and 
other nylon works evoking the maternal body do not convey the fertile mother, conduit of nature, 
but rather the postnatal body, spent and drained. They are creatures not of Earth, but of interior 
spaces and the urban landscape, as site-specific performances like Rapunzel (1980) (Fig. 36) 
attest. Indeed her use of a synthetic material like nylon aligns her more closely with a 
constructivist concept of woman, of the female body as shaped by societal pressures and 
expectations—ideas that were explored at the FAP alongside their efforts to underline a more 
essentialist concept of the female form. 
 Yet, as I have illustrated, the resonances latent in Nengudi’s use of pantyhose are more 
complex and multifarious than alone to signify the regulation of women’s bodies. She has always 
preferred to incorporate used pantyhose, and as a material and accessory they are cheap and 
flexible, in addition to having a charged history around the prescription of skin tones. By 
analyzing her work alongside Feminist artists, it is easy to lose sight of the particular politics of 
Nengudi’s materials. The incorporation of found and used objects in her work (not only 
pantyhose but old tires and other detritus), for instance, puts her in a rich lineage of artists that 
came through the Watts Towers Arts Center and were influenced by artist Noah Purifoy’s 
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bricolage sculptures, as well as artists like Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns, whose work 
she encountered at the Pasadena Art Museum when she taught there in the 1960s.  
 Foraging through dumpsters and collecting discarded objects on the street, Nengudi 
worked into her sculptures material that “others consider useless or insignificant, providing proof 
that the disregarded and disenfranchised may also have the resilience and reformative ability to 
find their own poetic selves,” as she once wrote in an undated artist statement.51 In this way, she 
expressed the voice of the other, those disenfranchised from the mainstream Feminist movement, 
as well as society’s oppressed and disenfranchised at large. This perspective comes to the fore in 
the complex figure of Swing Low, with its poetics and musicality and subtle relationship to the 
work of other Third World women artists. It evokes a visceral experience of the body while 
remaining indeterminate in its form, undercutting our society’s privileging of sight. It asserts its 
presence, but on its own terms. Nengudi, too, operated within the mainstream Feminist art 
movement, but also without it—expanding its parameters so that, in her hands, Feminist art 










51 Undated artist statement, Senga Nengudi Papers, Archives of American Art, Box 3.  
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Chapter 2: Toward Her Own Total Theater: Senga Nengudi and Postminimalism  
 
Dressed in nylon headdresses, on a dirt embankment under a freeway in Los Angeles, 
Senga Nengudi, Maren Hassinger, and David Hammons danced and moved. The concrete pillars 
around them were decorated with garlands of Nengudi’s hanging pantyhose sculptures. A band 
that included the artists Franklin Parker and RoHo accompanied them with saxophone, flute, 
drums, and other percussion instruments. Nengudi’s Ceremony for Freeway Fets (1978) (Fig. 
21–28), mentioned in the previous chapter, was a site-specific happening of sorts that 
incorporated regalia and sculptural decorations made by the artist as well as music and ritualistic 
movement reminiscent of Yoruba egúngún masquerades.52 Nengudi chose a space under the 
freeway near Pico Boulevard and the Los Angeles Convention Center, likely at the juncture 
between the 110, which runs north to south, and the 10, running west to east. This space was 
between cultures—where communities of African Americans, Native Americans, the growing 
community of Latinos who were increasingly settling in the area east of the 110, and the 
homeless had all grown roots. 
 If the knotted pantyhose forms that hung from the pillars and decorated the performers’ 
costumes might be described as Postminimalist, the format, context, and references contained 
within Ceremony for Freeway Fets do not seem to fit that term. Art historians have often noted 
the Postminimalist characteristics of Senga Nengudi’s work.53 Some have suggested she be fully 
integrated into the narrative of Postminimalist Art54—that she be given her due alongside Eva 
 
52 Kellie Jones, South of Pico: African American Artists in Los Angeles in the 1960s and 1970s, 202. 
53 Kellie Jones, for instance, writes in her short essay “Beyond Reverie,” “Senga Nengudi is a pioneer. Of 
Postminimalism, in her choices and manipulation of visual elements. Of feminist art practice, with what 
her materials tell us about the gendered body.” See: Senga Nengudi: alt (London: White Cube, 2014), 31.   
54 In her text “A Formal Response: Senga Nengudi’s R.S.V.P. Sculptures,” Nora Burnett-Abrams has 
argued for “a reevaluation of Nengudi’s work in terms of American avant-garde practice of the late 1960s 
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Hesse, Lynda Benglis, Richard Serra, Bruce Nauman and many others that have been credited 
for piercing a hole in the detached monolith of the Minimalist object and bringing it closer to the 
human body and the contexts that shape us. Nengudi herself has commented on the fact that 
Hesse received all the glory, while her work went relatively overlooked, suggesting that she 
herself might like to be included in that narrative. Yet there has as yet been no sustained attempt 
to integrate her, or to analyze in depth her work’s relationship to this tendency and to explore 
what it shares with her close collaborators working in similarly experimental modes of sculpture. 
 Postminimalism is a fluid, amorphous category. The critic Robert Pincus-Witten coined 
the term to describe the series of qualities that he perceived as surfacing in sculpture toward the 
end of the 1960s and through the ’70s. Perhaps the most cogent summation of this new sculpture 
is his description of its embrace of “open and unstable modes...form that called into question the 
stabilized appearance of the day’s abstraction.”55 It emerged in dialogue with Minimalism, 
contrasting with the latter’s “claims on universality and objectivity, and general disinterest in the 
cultural contexts in which art is conceived, produced, and received,” as Susan Stoops has 
written.56  
 Lucy Lippard had begun to identify this strain earlier, in her landmark exhibition 
Eccentric Abstraction, which took place at New York’s Fischbach Gallery in 1966 (Fig. 37). 
“Eccentric abstraction is based on the reconciliation of different forms, or formal effects, a 
cancellation of the form-content dichotomy,” she wrote in an article that formed the basis of the 
 
and early 1970s, specifically within the context of Process art.” See “A Formal Response: Senga 
Nengudi’s R.S.V.P. Sculptures” in Senga Nengudi: Improvisational Gestures, 8. 
55 Robert Pincus-Witten, Postminimalism (New York: Out of London Press, 1977), 1. 
56 Susan Stoops, More Than Minimal: Feminism and Abstraction in the ’70s (Waltham, Mass.: Rose Art 
Museum, Brandeis University, ©1996), 9.   
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exhibition.57 In other words, artists working in this mode often juxtaposed hard and soft, tense 
and flacid, and their materials and forms were not merely self-referential, but were purveyors of 
metaphorical and allusory information. To create these new forms, ones that registered the 
body’s role in bringing them to life and indexed the process of their making, “the limp, the 
pliable, the cheap were sought,” and “the hard, the polished, the expensive became suspect.”58 
Underlying this new approach to sculpture was an emphasis on process, as well as a 
democratizing ethos—the idea that materials should be relatable and the form they took should 
embody a more human scale and vocabulary.  
 Nengudi, and her close collaborators Hassinger and Hammons, lived their formative 
artistic years at the confluence of these ideas and those associated with assemblage practices and 
the Black Arts Movement—amid conversations around process and improvisation, of softness 
and textural contrasts, of the porousness between art and life, of Black Cultural Nationalism and 
the social politics of junk aesthetics—and at the intersection of visual art and the performing arts, 
in 1960s and ’70s Los Angeles. (All of them also had brief stints or prolonged stays in New York 
during this time.)  
 Nengudi has described being “reared on Happenings.”59 She has recalled the influence on 
her of artists like Allan Kaprow (who Lippard notes as a strong influence on the development of 
eccentric abstraction) and Robert Rauschenberg when they showed at the Pasadena Art Museum. 
She worked at the museum as a teaching assistant, beginning in 1968, salvaging objects in the 
surrounding neighborhood and turning them into art. She has similarly called out her pivotal 
 
57 Lippard, Lucy, “Eccentric Abstraction,” in Abstraction, ed. Maria Lind (London: Whitechapel Gallery; 
Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2013), 54. 
58 Robert Pincus-Witten, Postminimalism, 47. 
59 Senga Nengudi, quoted in Zoe Whitley, “American Skin: Artists on Black Figuration,” in Soul of a 
Nation, ed. Mark Godfrey and Zoe Whitley (London: Tate Gallery Publishing Ltd., 2017), 215.  
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experience volunteering at the Watts Towers Arts Center the same year, where she was exposed 
to the teachings and philosophies of Noah Purifoy, who also sought waste materials (loaded with 
charged racial history and spiritual significance) to form his sculptures.  
 For her part, Hassinger has described an encounter with Hesse’s work at the Pasadena Art 
Museum as pivotal to her development. In an unpublished statement, she wrote of seeing a Hesse 
show: “Oh that room with the (fiberglass) poles in it. All luminous. All feeling and essence. 
Sacred. It was so real, and it was art.”60 She was likely referring to Hesse’s Accretion (1968) 
(Fig. 38), fifty fiberglass poles leaning against a wall in succession, which was exhibited in Eva 
Hesse: A Memorial Exhibition at the Pasadena Museum in 1973. Hassinger’s words suggest she 
saw in the handmade, hollow tubes, composed with an industrial material, something as 
profoundly expressive as it was elemental. This dynamic—the merging of artificial with organic, 
of human-imposed and natural systems—became central to Hassinger’s own sculptural practice.  
 David Hammons was steeped in both contemporary art and discourses surrounding the 
advancement of Black civil rights through art. (At Otis, he studied with his hero, Charles White, 
the great painter of Black struggle and liberation in America; at Chouinard Art Institute from 
1966–8, he would have been exposed to the institution’s investment in conceptual and minimalist 
practices.) Evolving their aesthetic vocabularies in the context of this fertile milieu, he, Nengudi, 
and Hassinger would go on to expand the terms of Postminimalism through their approach to 
materials, process, subject matter, and performance.  
 
 
60 Maren Hassinger, quoted in Maurice Berger, “‘THE WEED SMELL LIKE IRON’: The Environments 
of Maren Hassinger,” in Maren Hassinger, 1972–1991 (Brookville, N.Y.: Hillwood Art Museum, Long 
Island University, C.W. Post Campus, 1991), 6.  
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Some of Nengudi’s earliest works, her Untitled (Water Composition) sculptures from the 
late 1960s (Fig. 39–41), hew closely to the Postminimalist concerns laid out by Lippard and 
Pincus-Witten. The sculptures, made of transparent plastic bags of various shapes and 
dimensions that she heat-sealed and filled with brightly colored liquid, were originally intended 
to be touched by viewers. “I guess that was the beginning of my sensual self,” she later 
recounted, “because I really wanted—again, thinking of Jesus in the basement—I really wanted 
to have something that people could feel and that had a sense of body.”6162 Some of these bags, 
which bring to mind, among other allusions, the fluid refills attached to intravenous drips at a 
hospital, are draped over pedestals so that they sag over the sides; some are laid flat to reveal 
their bulging volumes; some are hung over thick rope, their colored fluid gathering at the end 
where they meet the ground.  
 They clearly reflect the influence of Claes Oldenburg—also a strong influence on Hesse, 
and for Lippard a forerunner to eccentric abstraction—who she met while teaching at the 
Pasadena Museum. One can also see the influence of the Japanese avant-garde, in particular the 
quieter works of the Gutai movement, which Nengudi has described being fascinated by when 
she discovered them through research ahead of a year-long trip to Japan from 1966–7. Nengudi’s 
plastic works recall, for instance, Sadamasa Motonaga’s Sakuhin (Water) (1956) (Fig. 42), 
resembling enclosed plastic hammocks that host pools of colored liquid. Motonaga’s piece is 
also echoed in another work of Nengudi’s, Swing Low (1976/2014) (Fig. 43), where nylon mesh 
stockings form similar stretched containers across the corner of a gallery, weighted down in their 
middles by accretions of sand. 
 
61 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art.  
62 As detailed in Chapter 1, Nengudi noted a formative moment in her artistic development when she 
climbed onto a sculptural effigy of Jesus at her Catholic school and sat in its lap, remarking later on the 
importance of being able to touch it. 
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Nengudi’s R.S.V.P. works, which came a few years on the heels of the Water 
Compositions, carry forward an interest in the effects and affects of the body as it is subjected to 
environmental pressures, and the participative relationship between viewer and object. 
(Originally the R.S.V.P.s, too, were intended to be touched and maneuvered by audiences.) Like 
Sam Gilliam’s fabric drape sculptures, which are “not so much presented as they are 
performed,”63 as Jonathan P. Binstock writes, or Robert Morris’s felt piles and hangings, 
Nengudi’s pantyhose works privilege process and gesture. In an interview, she described 
performances like Rapunzel (1980) as “pure process,” and “pure action.”64 The performance 
involved a spontaneous, improvised activation of her signature nylon pantyhose, in which she 
stretched a pair of tights from the window of a condemned and partially demolished Catholic 
school in the Los Angeles neighborhood of Arlington Heights, down to the ground outside. Like 
Bruce Nauman’s body casts, the pantyhose works register traces of the body. (Nengudi always 
preferred incorporating used stockings into her work as far as possible, seeing them as imbued 
with the spirit of their wearer.)65 A corollary, of a kind, to Richard Serra’s sculptures and 
drawings (like To Lift, 1967) that index and crystallize fleeting actions, Nengudi’s performances 
have often amplified transitory gestures and movements. Yet her commitment to states of 
impermanence permeates medium as well as subject. 
 
 
63 Jonathan P. Binstock, Sam Gilliam: A Retrospective (Berkeley: University of California Press; 
Washington, DC: Corcoran Gallery of Art, c.2005), 47. 
64 Interview with Senga Nengudi, April 14, 2019.   
65 Hammons used actual traces of the body in works that incorporate hair, and has commented on the 
spiritual potency of this bodily residue; see the 1986 interview with Kellie Jones included in the catalogue 
for David Hammons: the unauthorized retrospective (New York: Triple Candie, 2006), n/p. 
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In Nengudi’s anthropomorphic, pendulous forms, there are clear echoes of Hesse’s 
Untitled or Not Yet (1966) (Fig. 44), with its gathering of testicular-like hangings. They manifest 
a similar interest in materials held in tension and contrast—the pliability of netting in Hesse’s 
case, pantyhose in Nengudi’s, pulled into taut nodules by the weight of sand and lead, 
respectively. The “reconciliation of different forms, or formal effects,” as Lippard put it, is 
evident across Nengudi’s body of work, like R.S.V.P. XI (1977/2004) (Fig. 45) with its nylon 
tights stretched around an inflated piece of rubber—another piece that resonates, not only in 
form but also materials, with Hesse’s, specifically her rubber works. 
 In other ways, Nengudi and Hesse’s work was quite distinct. Hesse was preoccupied with 
the language of Minimalism, with the cube and grid, serials and modules. In Hesse’s Accession II 
(1969) (Fig. 46), for instance, a steel cube with a gridded exterior surface is left open at the top to 
reveal its fibrous interior, a field of dense vinyl strands that is tactile and chaotic. Hesse 
challenges the clean, immutable posture of Minimalism with allusions to the cluttered innards of 
a body. Nengudi, by contrast, was less shaped by the formalist terms of Minimalism, little 
concerned with grids, serials, and modules. The geometries of Nengudi’s sculptures—the lines 
created by stretched stockings, mapping coordinates between wall and floor, wall and ceiling, 
etc.—are the result of improvised placement. It should be noted that Hassinger is closer to Hesse 
in this regard, as in her Field, 1983 (Fig. 47), a thicket of rippling grass made of wire rope, that 
similarly works with the parameters of a cube. But Nengudi, Hassinger, and Hammons shared 
interests that stretched Postminimalism in new directions, including an interest in what Nengudi 
calls “total theater.”66They brought to the material, kinetic, and phenomenological concerns of 
Postminimalism an emphasis on live, ephemeral modes.  
 
66 Interview with Senga Nengudi, April 14, 2019.   
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Both Nengudi and Hassinger trained in dance before they turned toward sculpture, and 
movement has been central to their construction of objects. As Ellen Tani convincingly argues in 
her essay on Nengudi’s work, the artist’s forms are near-inseparable from her bodily 
interventions and activations and should be documented not as installations or sculptures but as 
“dance-based, interactive sculptural work in the vein of Robert Morris’s collaborations with the 
Judson Dance Theater or Isamu Noguchi’s set designs for Ruth Page and Martha Graham.”67  
 Even those sculptures that haven’t been activated in performance have always taken 
shape through Nengudi’s improvisations in movement, in the studio or gallery. Her body brings 
shape to, informs, and determines an object’s boundaries and form. And her sculptures hold the 
memory of flexing bodies—a play between the material and conceptual, the latter which, as 
Valerie Cassel Oliver has written, is by nature “a critique of the strictures of modernism.”68 
Sometimes Nengudi’s objects remain in motion, as in her ACQ (2016/7) works (Fig. 1–3), 
composed of her signature stretched pantyhose forms in combination with whirring air 
conditioning or fan units that blow a current, causing the limp pantyhose legs to flutter 
continuously in an airstream. 
 Where they don’t have a clear application in performance, Nengudi’s objects evoke 
performance and ritual, as in Untitled (1976) (Fig. 48), in which she dresses up long cardboard 
tubes in twisted, knotted nylon decoration, to suggest rain sticks or shamans’ staffs, and props 
them up against a dark expanse of nylon that’s pinned to the wall, conjuring a sort of cloak or 
specter figure. The work contains the promise of ritualistic action and performance.  
 
 
67 Ellen Tani, “What You Missed: Senga Nengudi’s Performed Objects,” Senga Nengudi, ed. Begum 
Yasar, 19. 
68 Valerie Cassel Oliver, Double Consciousness: Black Conceptual Art Since 1970, 18. 
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Nengudi shares with Hassinger a commitment to movement as method and subject 
matter. Hassinger’s preoccupation with states of tension and motion also manifest ideas of 
transition and impermanence. Per Lippard’s “cancellation of the form-content dichotomy,” her 
wire and rope forms that snake or are seemingly wind-blown speak to an ephemeral nature even 
as they require intense physical manipulation and ultimately take concrete, permanent form. “I 
don’t think my work has changed...It’s always been about movement and nature—movement as 
a part of nature,” Hassinger once said.69 A still image of Hassinger and a collaborator in a 
performance titled Still Wind, from 1981 (Fig. 49), shows them with outstretched arms, mirroring 
in their bodies the gentle curve of Hassinger’s wire rope sculptures. It suggests the way in which 
Hassinger’s sculptures, like Nengudi’s, are surrogates for the body in motion. 
 With the merging of sculpture, movement, and “total theater,” these artists pushed the 
parameters of the Postminimalist tendency. It is a fusion that resonates with a quote that curator 
Zoe Whitley plucked from Gutai artist Jiro Yoshihara’s 1956 manifesto to discuss the Gutai’s 
relationship to Nengudi’s work: “We believe that by merging human qualities and material 
properties, we can concretely comprehend abstract space.”70  
 It is also a fusion that could be seen as grounded in a Western avant-garde lineage, as 
Nengudi’s term “total theater” might suggest—reaching back through Kaprow, The Living 
Theatre, Dada, and Antonin Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty. But Nengudi, though she identifies 
with Dada, has related the term specifically to African ritualistic practices. In a questionnaire 
about her art that Nengudi completed for the New York gallery Just Above Midtown—
 
69 Interview with Beryl Wright, in The Appropriate Object: Maren Hassinger, Richard Hunt, Oliver 
Jackson, Alvin Loving, Betye Saar, Raymond Saunders, John Scott (Buffalo, NY: Albright-Knox 
Gallery,1989), 13.  
70 Jiro Yoshihara, quoted in Zoe Whitley, “American Skin: Artists on Black Figuration,” in Soul of a 
Nation, 216.  
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presumably ahead of her participation in an exhibition there in 1977—she gives a list of 
influences that includes “African total theater.”71 The term refers to the performative universe of 
a tradition like the Yoruba egúngún masquerade, and contemporary Nigerian riffs on it, that 
incorporate dance, music, masquerade, and objects, as well as speech. As with egúngún 
masquerades, where ancestors might be called on to provide help and healing for social tensions, 
Nengudi and her collaborators incorporated objects into performances that engaged topical issues 
relating to gender, race relations, or environmental issues.  
 In Hammons’s studio, which he shared for a time with Nengudi, the two artists, along 
with Hassinger and other affiliates of Studio Z (including Houston Conwill, Franklin Parker, and 
Ulysses Jenkins), came together to improvise actions that could involve music, dance, and 
objects from around the studio in combination—and to, in a sense, bring abstract space into 
definition.  
 When the artists of Studio Z gathered under an L.A. freeway pass to perform Ceremony 
for Freeway Fets (1978), mentioned in the opening of this chapter, they were, in effect, bringing 
the political symbolism of the space into definition. Nengudi perceived at the juncture of two 
freeways, near Pico Boulevard, an area of particular significance to the city’s Black community. 
She commented on the underpass’s suggestion of an “African village,” in part due to the small 
palm trees that grew there.”7273 She remarked on the phallic symbols she saw in the columns 
supporting the freeway, some of which she dressed up in grass skirts. “South of Pico,” Kellie 
Jones writes in her book of the same name, “is a metaphor for African American migrations and 
 
71 The questionnaire is undated. Senga Nengudi Papers, Archives of American Art, Box 9. 
72 Senga Nengudi, quoted in Kellie Jones, South of Pico: African American Artists in Los Angeles in the 
1960s and 1970s, 197. 
73 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art.  
 39 
the ancestral home of most Black Angelenos.74 The juncture of the 10 and 110 also marks a site 
of erasure—where, as Jones notes, African Americans had been displaced by “the freeway 
system visited on their neighborhoods.”75 Thus, Ceremony performed a kind of Black 
reclamation of space. 
 Nengudi sought not only to summon ancestral spirits through the ritualistic movement 
and music that she and her collaborators improvised as part of the performance, but also to 
cultivate a healing environment among the participants, and to sanctify the ground. She also 
sought to mend relations between men and women that she saw as damaged through the previous 
era’s Civil Rights movement, as noted in Chapter 1. The artist described the powerful impact of 
the performance on her: “I hate to say ‘possessed,’ but I was—I was no longer myself, and this 
mask, or whatever was going on, allowed me to be freer, to be more expansive with my 
movements and so on.”76 
 Improvisational happenings such as this one served as fuel for the artists involved. 
Nengudi and Hassinger frequently collaborated with Parker, and the trio would seek out outdoor 
spaces in which to experiment. “We would meet in different spaces around L.A.—empty 
amphitheatres, empty swimming pools, abandoned buildings, parks, construction sites and 
gardens and perform and play out our concepts,” Nengudi remembered. “Then we would return 
to our separate studios charged up by our encounters.”77 
 The interest of Nengudi’s loose network of Black artists in the live and the site-specific 
shows that for them, art demanded a new relationship to its audience, and brought a different 
politics to its materials. “Performance helps me to get away from traditional aesthetic notions,” 
 
74 Kellie Jones, South of Pico: African American Artists in Los Angeles in the 1960s and 1970s, 15. 
75 Ibid, 207. 
76 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art.  
77 Senga Nengudi, “Maren and Me.” 
 40 
Hassinger has observed. “It provides me with a direct and actual experience with which to move 
my audience. It helps to dissolve the aesthetic frame around the work, the artifice that prevents 
me from communicating directly with the spectator.”78 As with the work of Nengudi and 
Hammons, Hassinger also sought to dissolve this aesthetic frame with site-specific, sculptural 
works like Twelve Trees #2 (1979) (Fig. 50), a series of wire rope trees that was for a time 
installed on the San Diego Freeway at the Mulholland Drive exit. With her steel trees, Hassinger 
wills a solid, intractable material associated with industry into forms found in nature.  
 Hassinger’s consciousness of what stood between her art and its audience, the aesthetic 
frame held up by the rules of spectatorship and the structures of art world spaces, manifested in 
subtle institutional critique with On Dangerous Ground (1981) (Fig. 51), which she presented in 
1981 at LACMA—where she was the first African American artist to receive a solo exhibition. 
Comprised of metal shrubs placed in the viewer’s path, the installation offered a visual metaphor 
for the museum’s hostile attitude toward experimental art. “It was an installation with dangerous 
looking bushes that would poke and prod you if you came too close,” she has said. “The whole 
point was that a museum is a dangerous ground for artists, especially artists like me.”79 
 It is not hard to see similar suggestions of institutional critique in Nengudi’s work. Given 
the artist’s interest in site-specificity, and her reference to the R.S.V.P. works as representing, at 
least in part, the exploitation of the Black female body, one can imagine her stretched-out nylon 
figures alluding to the exploitative dynamic between the Black body and the space of the 
gallery—as well as their expressive resistance to those confines. Amelia Jones has pointed to this 
 
78 Maren Hassinger, quoted in Maurice Berger, “‘THE WEED SMELL LIKE IRON’: The Environments 
of Maren Hassinger,” in Maren Hassinger, 1972–1991, 5.  
79 Maren Hassinger, quoted in Cara Ober, “The Relentless Efforts of Maren Hassinger Result in an 
Overdue Retrospective,” Hyperallergic, accessed March 3, 2019, https://hyperallergic.com/464931/the-
relentless-efforts-of-maren-hassinger-result-in-an-overdue-retrospective/. 
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perceived dynamic, writing that “the R.S.V.P. installations...comment on the relationship of 
particular bodies to specific social and cultural spaces, such as Black bodies to the sites of visual 
art exhibition.”80  
 Greg Tate sees in Nengudi’s gallery-moored R.S.V.P.s something more disruptive and 
liberated. “All decolonized Black American artistic expression worthy of the assignation evinces 
a compulsion, however abstractly—or perhaps especially abstractly—to reproduce in its 
imaginary matrices our culture’s general bent toward self-determination and emancipatory action 
by any means necessary,” he writes. “Thus,” he continues, “do we observe Nengudi’s nylon hose 
sculptures treating the modern art cathedral’s sterile white cube as a maroon-occupied forum for 
elegantly and gesturally busting loose from the cube’s imperialist designs on functioning what 
Ishmael Reed calls ‘art detention centers.’”81  
 Hammons—whose work consistently, subtly undercuts the conventions of spectatorship 
and sets its own terms of viewership—has often kept his distance from art world spaces, creating 
site-specific works like his installation composed of wire and hair and planted into the sand 
along the waterfront of Venice Beach in 1977 (Fig. 52), or his famous sale of snowballs in early 
’80s New York (Fig. 53).82 He has interrupted the discrete space of the art world gallery with 
materials that speak to an economy of the street and tropes of Blackness—of basketballs, chicken 
bones, and hoodies—and which take on particular force in the context of art world spaces built 
on a foundation of exclusion, cooptation, and exploitative markets.  
 
80 Amelia Jones, “Please Respond: Senga Nengudi’s Art as ‘Human Relationship’” in Senga Nengudi: 
Improvisational Gestures, 44. 
81 Greg Tate, “Of Senga Nengudi and the Synthetic Tango Mystery School,” Senga Nengudi: Wet Night—
Early Dawn—Scat Chant—Pilgrim’s Song (Miami: ICA Miami, 2018), 21.  
82 “I like doing stuff better on the street, because the art becomes just one of the objects that’s in the path 
of your everyday existence,” Hammons has said in interview. “It’s what you move through, and it doesn’t 
have any seniority over anything else.” See his 1986 interview with Kellie Jones included in the catalogue 
for David Hammons: the unauthorized retrospective, n/p. 
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In the hands of Nengudi, Hassinger, and Hammons, Postminimalism’s formal contrasts, 
process-driven emphasis, and economy of means, speak to a postcolonial perspective, one that 
invites a great plurality of influences into the fold; manifests a particular sensitivity to the 
relationship between object and environment; and takes an ambivalent attitude toward 
capitalism’s (and the art world’s) stress on permanence. A palpable awareness of social and 
political context is also felt in these artists’ poverty of materials, and the sometimes makeshift 
qualities of their constructions. 
 To be sure, these undercurrents speak to the particular intersection of colonial practices 
and attitudes with race and gender, but also to industry and the environment. The latter 
particularly comes to the fore in Hassinger’s work, such as Hassinger’s 1982 Performance of 
Pink Trash (Fig. 54), that saw her collect white fragments of trash from New York and Brooklyn 
parks and paint them pink. But in Nengudi’s and Hammons’s, too, there is an invitation to shift 
one’s relationship to what we conceive as waste—whether Hammons’s discarded paper shopping 
bags in his 1970s Bag Lady in Flight (Fig. 55) or Nengudi’s reused stockings. In Nengudi’s later 
landscape installations—like From One Source Many Rivers (2004–5) (Fig. 56, 57) and Asp-Rx 
(2005) (Fig. 58, 59), composed of sand dunes and drawing from Native American sand paintings 
and Buddhist sand mandalas—signs of the built environment are also generally present in the 
form of waste parts of metal piping and plastic tubing. These materials help to conjure a kind of 
Afro-futurist terrain, with curling metal parts bringing a gestural, musical, improvisatory quality 
alongside sprinklings of brightly colored sand pigment. This poetics of discards is, of course, 
closely aligned with the philosophies of Noah Purifoy, who saw in junk materials a humanistic 
tool or ritualistic pathway toward transformation.  
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This potential for metamorphosis is formalized in Nengudi’s landscapes, and even her 
R.S.V.P.s, which suggest a kind of roadmap to a spiritual dimension. The R.S.V.P.s contain 
allusions to maps—with the nylon establishing points along a trajectory or pathway, coordinates 
to demarcate space. In activations, when bodies become entangled in her pantyhose structures, 
one can imagine they bring viewers (and performers) into awareness of their own bodies, the 
relationship of their bodies to space, and by extension, their place in the structure of the universe. 
In Hassinger’s sculptures, too, this natural order arises. Nengudi, Hassinger, and Hammons, in 
one way or another, all have talked about their practices in spiritual terms.83 But while reaching 
for a spiritual, cosmic dimension, they are also firmly, concretely rooted to present time and 
urban space—to the ephemeral and quotidian, to the precarious and places that occupy 
borderlands or states on the brink.  
 A dialectic between the transcendental and the immediate surfaces in Nengudi’s work—
as in her choices of materials, such as the horseshoe-shaped ring of rubber in her Inside/Outside 
(1977), which evokes the image of a lifesaver device. It is intersected by her nylon sandbags, 
which turn the object into a headdress that could be a giant halo or the crown of a tribal queen. 
Indeed in documentary photographs (Fig. 60), Nengudi has posed with the object, standing with 
her head inserted into the rubber crown, the sandbags cascading down the sides of her body so 
that she appears dressed in full ceremonial regalia. 
 
 
83 Artists are “supposed to be spiritualists,” Hammons told Deborah Menaker Rothschild in 1993. He also 
said, “We’re all from below the equator and that’s where the sun shines; you get a cosmicness when 
you’re in the sun all the time.” In another interview, he said, “Everyone knows that I am black, so my 
work doesn’t have to shout it out anymore...I am trying to hide it, hide the blackness and the culture as 
deeply in it as possible. But it’s there. It’s like listening to Sun Ra’s music. It’s so beyond blackness, it’s 
so beyond whiteness.” See David Hammons: the unauthorized retrospective, n/p. 
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One could also look to Nengudi’s Nuki Nuki—Across 118th Street (1982) (Fig. 61), a 
makeshift bridge form composed of repurposed old wooden slats that Nengudi assembled across 
the corner of a room so that, if touched, it would easily fall apart. The object embodied a 
precarious state that Nengudi imagined being remedied through collective action. “This piece 
was fragile—held together by a hope and a prayer—much like existence in Harlem in the 1970s 
and 1980s,” Nengudi recalls. “It was structured so that if anyone touched it, it would fall 
apart.”84 In a documentary video shot at the Henry Moore Institute, in which Nengudi talks about 
the piece, she imagines visitors breaking the structure and putting it back together again.  
 The work, with its drooping, suspended structure, finds numerous comparatives with 
other anti-formal sculptures—to invoke the term that Robert Morris used to describe the 
Postminimalist tendency in “object-type art” toward “matter and gravity as means.”85 In a study 
of Sam Gilliam, Jonathan Binstock has used Morris’s Untitled (1970) (Fig. 62), a piece of felt 
slashed with concentric cuts, and Eva Hesse’s Right After (1969) (Fig. 63), a tangle of resin-
dipped fibreglass cord suspended from the ceiling, as examples of works by artists who, at one 
time or another, adopted a “casual drape aesthetic.”86 Though made some 12 years later, one 
might add to this line-up Nengudi’s Nuki Nuki, given its inclination toward an indeterminacy of 
form. Yet Nuki Nuki also contains the potential for total collapse and regeneration—an aesthetic 
of material and social repair. In other words, her brand of Postminimalism gives form to the 
fragility of our society, at least for the most vulnerable, as well as its resilience.   
 
 
84Senga Nengudi, quoted in “Artist Senga Nengudi uses pantyhose in surprising ways,” Seattle Times, 
accessed February 27, 2019, https://www.seattletimes.com/entertainment/visual-arts/artist-senga-nengudi-
uses-pantyhose-in-surprising-ways/. 
85 Robert Morris, “Anti Form” in ArtForum, April 1968, accessed May 10, 2019, 
https://www.artforum.com/print/196804/anti-form-36618. 
86 Jonathan P. Binstock, Sam Gilliam: A Retrospective, 62. 
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Nuki Nuki serves as a metaphor for the way in which Nengudi remains open to the 
possibilities of the external world, to social contexts and the interventions of other bodies—a 
characteristic that perhaps owes something to the more open, experimental culture that arose out 
of L.A.’s art world (in contrast to what Kellie Jones describes as a parochialism that existed in 
New York.)87 Out of the multivalent crucible of that climate, Nengudi, Hassinger, and 
Hammons—while cultivating their own distinct voices—found artistic vocabularies that 
employed the character of Postminimalism, with its emphasis on process, material contrasts, and 
human scale and form, and married it to a greater emphasis on disrupting the static, prescribed 
experience of the gallery, to more ephemeral and time-based media, and absorbing into its DNA 















87 “It’s a very different aesthetic and part of that comes from the fact that Los Angeles didn’t have a kind 
of parochial art world in the same way as New York. New York was much more traditional in that way. It 
had many more roots than Los Angeles. The kind of freedom that people sought through migration is also 
mirrored in the art itself.” See Victoria L. Valentine, “Culture Talk: Kellie Jones Discusses ‘South of 
Pico,’ Her Recently Published Book About African American Artists in Los Angeles in the 1960s and 






   Chapter 3: Ritual and Transformation: Senga Nengudi and the Black Arts Movement  
 
In a series of black-and-white images, Nengudi appears against a dark backdrop, apparently 
covered head to toe in feathers, or embroiled in flames, like a shimmering carnaval costume. The 
flickering fragments of textured adhesive attached to her body are small strips of masking tape. 
In the series of gelatin prints, shot by Adam Avila, her form is pictured in motion so that it 
becomes, at moments, semi-abstract, transformed into a transitory spirit or enigma. The series 
documents a performance piece, Masking It (1978–9) (Fig. 64–66), that Nengudi carried out in 
her studio. It shows her body in motion so that it becomes, at moments, semi-abstract, 
transformed into a transitory spirit or enigma. One has the sense that her movements—which 
look like convulsive thrusts and sweeping gestures with her limbs—have induced her into a state 
of near-immateriality, as though she is transforming herself into a spectral presence.  
 In some ways, Masking It aligns with the principles of The Black Arts Movement, which 
generally emphasized figuration in visual art, and championed performance mediums and 
Afrocentric themes more broadly. The piece documents Nengudi performing in her studio and 
captures the spirit of the live, moving body, as well as alluding to masquerade traditions. Yet the 
figure in Masking It is semi-abstract, not fully legible, and the series suggests influences beyond 
Nengudi’s exposure to the movement. For instance, the artist has cited the film Black Orpheus 
(1959), by French director Marcel Camus, as a major influence on her development as an artist, 
and the film comes to mind when viewing Masking It. Set in the carnaval in Rio de Janeiro, 
Black Orpheus follows the spirit of Death, in the form of a masked figure, who goes in pursuit of 
Eurydice. It culminates in a Candomble ceremony—from an Afro-Brazilian religion based on 
West African rituals, in which Orpheus (Orfeo) attempts to bring Eurydice back from the 
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afterlife. Nengudi has described the film as exposing her to Diasporic practices, and it likely 
constituted her first exposure to Candomble in which congregations attempt to achieve a trance-
like state and invoke the ancestor spirits. That Nengudi’s exposure to Africanness came to her 
through the Diaspora, where African traditions take on cross-cultural form, informs the freedom 
with which she combined the influences of ritualistic practices from various parts of the world 
with the influences of Western contemporary art that she absorbed in Los Angeles and New 
York, and the politics, if veiled, of the Black Arts Movement.  
  Nengudi encountered the West Coast manifestations of the Black Arts Movement early in 
her career. The movement is associated primarily with Harlem—with poet and playwright Amiri 
Baraka (formerly Leroi Jones) and his Black Arts Repertory Theatre, founded in Harlem in 1965 
following the assassination of Black Power leader Malcolm X. But it percolated on both coasts 
and across the United States during the late 1960s and early ’70s, fueled by the energy and 
momentum of the Civil Rights Movement and the violent backlash it provoked from American 
society. The movement unofficially sheltered different leaders and chapters, with different 
emphases, that shared a belief in the power of cultivating a Black aesthetic: art forms that 
reflected the struggle, history, and future of the African American people. Playwright, scholar, 
and theorist of the Black Arts Movement Larry Neal described it as the “aesthetic and spiritual 
sister of the Black Power concept.”88 Although the Black Arts Movement is better known for 
literature and music (theater, poetry, novels, jazz) it inspired and championed, it also manifested 
in the visual arts—with public mural projects, community arts festivals, and venues dedicated to 
showing artists of the Diaspora.  
 
 
88 Larry Neal, “The Black Arts Movement,” The Drama Review: TDR, vol. 12, no. 4, 1968, 28–39. 
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On the West Coast, Maulana (Ron) Karenga’s US Organization advocated for Black 
Cultural Nationalism—the cultivation and celebration of distinct, Afrocentric forms of culture in 
service of Black liberation. With artist Noah Purifoy, co-founder of L.A.’s Watts Towers Arts 
Center, the Black Arts Movement in Los Angeles found a focused voice within the visual arts. 
Through her work at the Watts Towers Arts Center while a student in 1968, Nengudi watched 
Purifoy, galvanized by the Watts Riots in 1965, turn discarded materials from the wreckage of 
that event into what she called “power objects.”89 She also would have been exposed to the 
Watts Summer Festival, an associated community event where participants engaged with 
Afrocentric performances, art-making, and cultural practices intended to strengthen African 
American culture and advance the path of Black Americans toward self-determination. As a 
collaborator of David Hammons, she was well familiar with his “body print” images, made in the 
’60s and ’70s, which developed an experimental method of imaging the Black body using 
margarine and placing it alongside political signifiers (the American flag) (Fig. 67) or racist slurs 
(the spade). In L.A., she attended jazz clubs and spoken word events, which were central to 
Black Cultural Nationalist groups like Karenga’s US Organization, which like East Coast 
manifestations of the Black Arts Movement, emphasized performative and oral traditions. 
Afrocentricity came to her in other forms and contexts: Both she and her longtime collaborator 
Maren Hassinger studied dance under the choreographer Lester Horton, who was influenced by 
Haitian, as well as Native American and Japanese, forms of dance and movement.  
 Yet, despite the fact that “much of the ideological force behind the Black Arts Movement 
came from California,”90 as Kellie Jones has written, it was in New York where Nengudi was 
 
89 Interview with Senga Nengudi, April 14, 2019.   
90 Kellie Jones, “Thoughts on Art in LA,” L.A. Object & David Hammons Body Prints (New York: Tilton 
Gallery, 2011), 21. 
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immersed in Black cultures grounded in African traditions that she’d read about as a child. When 
she arrived in the city in 1971, armed with her MFA from CSCLA, the artist William T. 
Williams suggested she had a choice to make: between being an Uptown artist (home to the 
Black Nationalist champions of political art) or a Downtown artist (home to the predominantly 
white bohemia working in the abstract vogue, as well as to the Black-run gallery Acts of Art, and 
an experimental Black avant-garde). She chose Uptown.91 Harlem, she said, “gave [her] an 
opportunity to go in depth with all of this,” meaning sources of Afrocentricity.92 It was there that 
she encountered a strong, practicing Yoruba culture93; “I was able to be exposed to some of that 
in the real,” she said.94 She spent time with the resident artists at the Studio Museum and at the 
Weusi collective’s gallery on West 132nd Street, where the largely male network of artists 
exhibited artwork grounded in African visual cultures.   
 Nengudi later recalled that Weusi, in particular, gave her “an opportunity that I didn’t 
have in LA to be completely immersed in my culture.” 95 Though the artists in the collective, a 
group founded in 1965, are more readily associated with their figurative work, “there were 
people that were doing abstract stuff in a more cosmic, African way,” she said, “and they were 
thinking deeply about African philosophy and things like that.”96 Among those experimenting 
with abstraction, or combinations of figuration and abstraction, were James Phillips and 
Muhammed Mufutau. Ademola Olugebefola sought to create a kind of “visual sound,” as 
manifest in his jazz paintings for the “Blues for Nat Turner Jazz Suite” (1964–7). Bill Howell, 
who owned the Greenwich Village-based Pamoja Studio/Gallery, conceived as something of an 
 
91  Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art.  
92 Interview with Senga Nengudi, April 14, 2019.  
93 Her friend, the artist Charles Abramson, was a Yoruba priest.  
94 Interview with Senga Nengudi, April 14, 2019.  
95 Ibid. 
96 Interview with Senga Nengudi, April 14, 2019. 
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offshoot of Weusi’s Harlem space, the Nyumba Ya Sanaa gallery, also fused abstract and 
figurative elements. And Okoe Pyatt would later design the 1984 abstract collage cover design 
for the best-selling book on Kwanzaa, the annual celebration of the African Diaspora conceived 
by Karenga, entitled, Kwanzaa Everything You Always Wanted to Know But Didn’t Know Where 
to Ask by Cedric McClester. (Weusi had created a forerunner to Kwanzaa in 1965 with the 
formation of their “Black Ball,” an annual event that featured dance, Afrocentric fashion, and 
visual art.)97 
 Nengudi’s encounter with Weusi was important to her because even though her work 
looked different from the work created there, “they took me in, so to speak, and I was very 
stimulated by their processes and their philosophies and looking deeply into things and not 
surface.” (At this point, her work consisted mostly of abstract sculpture made with transparent 
plastic and colored liquids.) While she related less, in general, to the artistic orthodoxies of the 
Black Arts Movement at large, she related strongly to the politics that underpinned those 
principles.98Her account of her engagement with Black Cultural Nationalism in Harlem contrasts 
somewhat with the words, often quoted, of David Hammons, who was himself closely associated 
with the Black Arts Movement: “No one would even speak to her because we were all doing 
political art. She couldn’t relate. She wouldn’t even show around other Black artists, her work 
was so ‘outrageously’ abstract. [She] came to New York and still no one would deal with her 
because she wasn’t doing ‘Black Art.’”99    
 
 
97 Kay Brown, “The Weusi Artists,” Weusi: The Movement; A Renaissance in Retrospect (Jamaica, N.Y.: 
Jamaica Arts Center, ©1995), 6.  
98 Interview with Senga Nengudi, April 14, 2019.  
99 David Hammons, quoted in Kellie Jones, South of Pico: African American Artists in Los Angeles in the 
1960s and 1970s, 192. 
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 Indeed, with her early plastic abstractions, Nengudi made art that contradicted the 
principles outlined by Karenga100—of an art that was “functional, collective, and 
committing”101—as well as the conventions of Amiri Baraka’s Black Arts Movement on the East 
Coast, which called for a militant Black aesthetic that was “identifiably” Afro American, had 
mass appeal,102 and which was revolutionary in nature.103 While neither Karenga nor Baraka 
explicitly stipulated a requirement that visual art be figurative, their words and writings strongly 
implied this preference. In a statement responding to the Whitney Museum’s 1971 exhibition 
Contemporary Black Artists in America, Baraka suggested Black artists working in abstract 
modes were inauthentic: “The Richard Hunts and Barbara Chases and other less serious names 
touted as ‘non-political’ Black artists do not actually exist in the Black world at all. They are 
within the tradition of white art, Blackface or not,” he wrote. “And to try to force them on Black 
people, as examples of what we are at our best, is nonsensical and ugly.”104 Reflecting back on 
the movement years later, he wrote, “We wanted a mass popular art, distinct from the tedious 
abstractions our oppressors and their negroes bamboozled the ‘few’ as Art.”105 
 Karenga suggested a similar perspective when he expressed his belief that “the Black 
artist can find no better subject than Black People themselves, and the Black artist who does not 
 
100 Nengudi commented, in her Smithsonian oral history that if she’d shown her “Water Compositions” in 
New York, they would have gone over “like a lead balloon.”  
101 Maulana Karenga, quoted in The Quotable Karenga, ed. Clyde Halisi (LA: US Organization, 1967), 
29.  
102 Amiri Baraka, “The Black Arts Movement,” SOS—Calling All Black People: a Black Arts Movement 
Reader, ed. John H. Bracey Jr., Sonia Sanchez, and James Smethurst (Boston: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 2014), 16.  
103 Ibid, 17. 
104 Imamu Amiri Baraka, “Counter Statement to Whitney Ritz Bros,” Black Art Notes, ed. Tom Lloyd (S. 
l.: s. n., 1971), 10. 
105 Amiri Baraka, “The Black Arts Movement,” SOS—Calling All Black People: a Black Arts Movement 
Reader, 16.  
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choose or develop this subject will find himself unproductive.”106 Baraka, at least, also seemed to 
emphasize the conventional medium of painting.107 One can easily imagine that for a movement 
seeking to establish unity, or “us-ness,” among Black Americans, an emphasis would naturally 
have fallen on modes of art that would be most familiar to a general audience, namely 
painting.108 
 In short, Nengudi resisted the pressures on Black artists to make legible art intended to 
find a mass audience and advance the African-American struggle for equality. No doubt that 
choice contributed to the artist showing very little work while she was based in New York, 
though she did show at least one work—it is not known which—in a group exhibition at Black-
run Cinque Gallery.109Yet Weusi, with its combination of figuration and aesthetic 
experimentalism (but also its engagement with mass audiences through graphic arts), embraced 
her, and she them. And, importantly, it was in New York that she would begin to move closer to 
the visual language out of which her R.S.V.P. works arose—which indeed are imbued, like much 
of the artwork espoused by the Black Arts Movement, with the experiences of the Black body. 
While in New York she made fabric outlines of figures that she mounted like flags and 
 
106 Ron (Maulana) Karenga, “Black Cultural Nationalism,” SOS—Calling All Black People: a Black Arts 
Movement Reader, 52.  
107 “We wanted ultimately, to create a poetry, a literature, a dance, a theater, a painting, that would help 
bring revolution!,” as Baraka put it. See Amiri Baraka, “The Black Arts Movement,” SOS—Calling All 
Black People: a Black Arts Movement Reader, 17.  
108 The Black Art Movement’s emphasis on community identity finds a corollary in one theme that 
percolates in discussions of a Third World feminism—that non-white women’s group values may 
“militate against individualistic (i.e., artistic) expression, particularly by women,” as Lowery Stokes Sims 
wrote of the 1978 roundtable. See Lowery Stokes Sims, “Third World Women Speak,” in We Wanted a 
Revolution: Black Radical Women, 1965–85, 190. “It was a painter’s town exclusively,” David Hammons 
told Kellie Jones in 1986, of arriving in New York City in the ’70s. See the 1986 interview with Kellie 
Jones included in the catalogue for David Hammons: the unauthorized retrospective, n/p. 
109 She also showed at the Black-run space Just Above Midtown in New York later in the ’70s, in 
addition to exhibitions of Black artists like the 1970 Sapphire (You’ve Come a Long Way, Baby) at 
Suzanne Jackson’s Gallery 32 in L.A. and 8 Artistes Afro-Americains at the Musee Rath in Geneva, 
Switzerland, in 1971.  
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suspended outside from the fire exit of her Harlem apartment (Fig. 68–69). She has joked in 
interview that these semi-figural works were a “concession” to the aesthetics upheld by the 
Cultural Nationalists of Harlem.110 Asked to return to that question, Nengudi said they could not 
really be considered a concession given the material she used. “It was different than what most 
people were doing,” she said. “Mostly they were doing three-dimensional sculptures as well as 
true paintings, so this was somewhere in between, and it was still kind of performative because 
some of the pieces I hung up in the back area of my apartment building so that some of the 
energy of the neighborhood would be in there.”111 The flags were site-specific, and never shown 
in a gallery.  
 After permanently returning to Los Angeles from New York in 1974, she began using her 
Congolese name, and after giving birth to her first child, began working with pantyhose in 1974, 
making abstract figures evocative of the body. And as dance, sound, and African rituals and 
masquerade infiltrated her work with nylon, her practice found alignment with groups like US 
Organization and Weusi back in New York, with their deep interest in African cultural 
traditions—“the A-free-ka-n approach to ‘art’ making, where art objects functioned within a 
broader context of rituals, ceremonies, and other community gatherings,”112 as Greg Pitts writes.  
 More broadly, her strong affinity with jazz and forms of experimental and improvisatory 
performance practices that took root in the Diaspora made clear her powerful identification with 
cultural forms specific to Black expression and liberation. “Without belaboring the association 
between free jazz and the Black Power movement, it is fair to say that a common thread of self-
 
110 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art. 
111 Interview with Senga Nengudi, April 14, 2019.  
112 Greg Pitts, “Het-Heru,” L.A. Object & David Hammons Body Prints, 68. 
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determination did emerge,” wrote Daniel Widener.113 In Nengudi’s writings, it is clear that she 
saw music, particularly jazz, as a means of self-determination. In a 1998 email to her 
collaborator and fellow Studio Z affiliate Ulysses Jenkins, Nengudi wrote, “To listen to your 
own music while you create it and learn from it is what I want to do.”114As already noted, 
Nengudi’s work explicitly invites an exchange between artist and viewer, but it also cultivates a 
dialectic between artist and artwork, a conversation with herself, as her note to Jenkins suggests. 
Dance, Jamake Highwater writes in Dance: Rituals of Experience, allows practitioners to touch 
“unknown and unseen elements.”115 This idea evokes Nengudi’s sometime notion, though a 
fairly commonplace one among artists, of practicing art “as religion,” and as a personal “spiritual 
path” for herself more so than a career related to all the trappings of the art world.116 
 Sound and movement, components of ritualistic practices, are key elements not only of 
Nengudi’s performances, like Ceremony for Freeway Fets, but also of her installations and 
sculptures. Indeed the way Nengudi’s work relates to sound is a widely overlooked aspect of her 
practice; her archives include frequent references to musicians, and her later works include 
concepts (shared with Hassinger) for mapping the sounds of urban spaces and her experiments 
with spoken-word radio projects. In her early work, too, beyond her performances and 
collaborations with musicians, a sonic resonance pervades her abstracted nylon figures, seen in 
the way they often suggest musical instruments. Sometimes they conjure string instruments, as in 
R.S.V.P. Reverie “Scribe” (2014) (Fig. 70), for instance, with its series of splayed pantyhose legs 
 
113 Daniel Widener, “The Art of Creative Survival,” Now Dig This! Art and Black Los Angeles, 1960–
1980, ed. Kellie Jones (Los Angeles: Hammer Museum; Munich; New York: DelMonico Books/Prestel, 
2011), 36.  
114 Senga Nengudi, email to Ulysses Jenkins, printed December 1998, Senga Nengudi Papers, Archives of 
American Art, Box 4.  
115 Jamake Highwater, Dance: Rituals of Experience (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
1997), 27. 
116 Senga Nengudi, letter to SFAI, 1993, Senga Nengudi Papers, Archives of American Art, Box 4.   
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fanning out like the strings of a cello, their gussets forming the bridge. R.S.V.P. 1977 
(1977/2014) (Fig. 71) is composed of two intersecting forms: one with nylon stretched over a 
found metal disk to suggest a womb-like space or bulging stomach (or a musical tambourine), 
the other composed of two of her recurring sand-filled pendulums (also suggesting a pair of 
rattles or maracas, as well as sexualized forms). Here, the body evokes the movement needed to 
activate the instruments, to shake the rattles and beat the drum. Her sculptures incite an 
imaginative response that makes them reverberate in the mind’s eye, and ear. Nengudi’s 
surrogate bodies are, thus, arguably ritualistic ones, their own musical instruments and emitters 
of essential vibrations.  
 In other works, her nylon forms are used as ritualistic aids of different varieties. Nengudi 
herself, in a 2015 R.S.V.P. activation at Yerba Buena Center for the Arts in San Francisco (Fig. 
72), held one of her sand-filled sacks from the top and moved her hand in gentle rotating 
formation so that the object follows in the circular motion of a pendulum. One can perceive the 
evocation here of a priest’s thurible, used to burn and disperse incense during Mass. Nengudi has 
spoken about the impact on her of attending Mass at the Catholic schools she went to growing 
up. “This whole issue of smelling of the incense, the nuns in their habits just gliding across the 
sanctuary,” she said. “Even though I was quite young, with that early exposure, I was taken with 
the whole sense of ritual. So that really stuck in my mind: the smells, the atmosphere.”117 
 
For Nengudi, the transporting, sensory effects of repetitious, ritualistic activity find 
resonance in her process-driven forms of art-making. In Warp Trance (2007) (Fig. 73), the 
product of her 2007 residency at the Fabric Workshop, she explored the atmospheric effects of 
 
117 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art.  
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the weaving machines at textile mills in Pennsylvania—the sonic, visual, and tactile qualities that 
come together in concert as the looms work the yarn. She has described being “drawn in by the 
rhythms and sounds of the machines,” ones that she immediately related “to the rhythms and 
hypnotic dance of West African rituals and the brilliant colors and abstract patterns of African 
fabric, indigo and the like.”118 Warp Trance shows a blur of heddles gyrating up and down, 
suggesting hundreds of bodies dancing in formation or the inner workings of an instrument 
hitting its percussive targets. The ambient sound and textured appearance of the machinery and 
fabric in motion are integrated in a harmonious confluence of sensory experience.  
 Warp Trance reminds that the transcendent, or trance-like, experience that can be 
achieved through rituals is the result of a fluid combination of sound and movement, components 
that in ritualistic practice are often inseparable. “Due to the stresses of movement upon the solar 
plexus and upon the diaphragm, there is a tendency for vocalization,” writes Highwater, 
speculating on the dual origins of song and dance. “The contractive movement of many ritual 
dances also results in the forced exhalation of breath, thus causing vocalization.”119 In her words 
and writings, Nengudi indicates that she is drawn to cultural practices that are holistic in this 
way. Perhaps that’s why Japan, with its pervasive ritualistic traditions—at least as they appear to 
an outsider—had such an impact on her. Nengudi spent a year there, studying at Waseda 
University in Tokyo, from 1966–67. She has noted Noh and Kabuki theater, in particular, as well 
as Japanese Gagaku music, as making a strong impression on her, because while “in Western 
society, everything has to be segmented—everything,” she said, “there, everything was a part of 
a total package.”120 
 
118 Senga Nengudi, undated artist statement, Senga Nengudi Papers, Archives of American Art, Box 3.   
119 Jamake Highwater, Dance: Rituals of Experience, 27. 
120 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art.  
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 The holism of ritualistic practices from numerous cultures, then, informs Nengudi’s total 
theater, her fusion of mediums and expansive vocabulary. While the Black Arts Movement 
encouraged “separatism, a belief in a self-contained ‘Black aesthetic’ walled off from white 
culture; forms that were populist, that could be easily distributed and understood by 
audiences,”121 as Kellie Jones writes, Nengudi developed a complex personal lexicon suffused 
with multicultural references, philosophies, and performative practices. Noh and Kabuki theater, 
West African, Christian, and Native American dance, ritual, and visual cultures all found their 
way into her work, as did schoolyard rituals like the “woofing” sessions she encountered in 
school, where boys would do verbal battle with one another, dissing each other until it would 
“cancel somebody out.”122  
 If cultural rituals are performed in service of transformation, as well as the continuity of 
tradition, Nengudi is keenly aware of this dynamic. Her work underlines the way in which art 
can perform its own ritual transformation—through the metamorphosis of materials. The title of 
her gelatin prints discussed in the opening of this chapter, Masking It, alludes to these two types 
of transformation: It contains a double-entendre of a kind, suggesting both the application of 
masking tape and the application of a mask to one’s face; to change one’s identity.  
 The artist’s interest in transforming mundane components into something sacred began 
with her early exposure to the Watts Towers Arts Center (WTAC), where she worked as a 
teacher, and the leadership of artist Noah Purifoy. The Watts Riots of 1965, which took place a 
year into Purifoy’s directorship of the WTAC, “made him an artist,” he said.123 In the wake of 
the riots, he and other artists who were teaching there at the time would rummage through the 
 
121 Kellie Jones, “Thoughts on Art in L.A.,” L.A. Object & David Hammons Body Prints, 20. 
122 Oral history interview with Senga Nengudi (2013), Archives of American Art.  
123 Noah Purifoy, quoted in Kellie Jones, South of Pico: African American Artists in Los Angeles in the 
1960s and 1970s, 78. 
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wreckage of the destruction and find materials and objects to incorporate into assemblage 
sculptures; the experience was a crucible that cemented Purifoy’s belief in the ability for art to 
bring about social transformation, with assemblage embodying a metaphor for the building of 
social structures and communities. 
 Nengudi cites her work at WTAC as a key influence on her development, and like 
Purifoy she has long sought out humble discarded and waste materials, turning them into objects 
imbued with spirit and agency. In the artist’s view this process also speaks to a broader Diasporic 
culture. “The issue of making do is a very Black thing,” she has said. “To me, that’s an exciting 
part of my culture. You can take these things that are really mundane and put them in another 
context, where they then shine.”124 As Kellie Jones underscores: “Black people wanted to get 
away from the specter of the shoddy, the inadequate, those things that had followed and defined 
them in the larger world,” she writes:  
Noah Purifoy’s genius in the 1960s was to exploit these very ideas: jumping into 
the tension between the striving for excellence and perfection and the 
inadequateness of the tools given; transforming this notion of lack into something 
useful, aesthetic, and in the service of good; altering trash and shoddiness into that 
from which beauty flowed.125  
 
The beauty that flows from Nengudi’s work is related not only to its formal simplicity and 
elegance, but also to its richly metaphorical nature, which can be seen as an embodiment of a 
central principle that came out of the WTAC—the idea that one entity can become something 
else without losing its source identity. Her materials and forms insist on their shifting, open-
ended meaning; they manifest a cascading series of signifiers that audiences, as well as the 
dancer-activators in her performances, can determine. As such, the politics of her work aligns, 
 
124 Senga Nengudi, interview with Donald Odita, Senga Nengudi Papers, Archives of American Art, Box 
3.   
125 Kellie Jones, South of Pico: African American Artists in Los Angeles in the 1960s and 1970s, 69. 
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obliquely, with two fundamental tenets of the Black Arts Movement—that art-making can 
embody social change and that it should be democratic, in her case an art that “is utilitarian 
spiritually, if not physically,”126 as curator Franklin Sirmans has described Hammons’s concerns.  
 But while Nengudi roots her aesthetic, at least in part, in African traditions, ritual, and 
philosophies, she combines them with pan-cultural influences. She gives abstract form to the 
realities of being Black in America—the contortions that the Black body and psyche must 
undergo in a racist society—but she represents her experiences and those of other bodies with 
greater complexity than the Cultural Nationalists’ advocacy of figuration and Black subject 
matter sometimes called for. She reaches toward something more universal: the possibility of 
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In 1999, Nengudi began a collaborative performance piece titled Walk a Mile in My Shoes (Fig. 
74). It is an ongoing work, one that relies on an infinite number of participants exchanging shoes 
in the mail. Upon receipt of a pair of shoes, a participant is to walk or dance for one mile in the 
other person’s shoes, record the activation, and send documentation to Nengudi. When presented 
in a gallery, the piece consists of a selection of worn shoes that visitors can wear and perform 
in—walk, dance, role play—around the space.  
 The adage to “walk a mile in someone else’s shoes” is, of course, a metaphor for human 
empathy. Nengudi takes a proposition that is psychological and makes it also concrete, physical, 
and sensual. To wear another’s shoes is an intimate, even erotic act, since a pair of shoes hints at 
the shape of its wearer, but the body is absent. It is an act that can also be liberating, and 
humbling. To enter another person’s experience is to be transported. Yet the feet are where the 
brunt, the weight, of life’s hardships might take their greatest physical toll. Shoes facilitate 
movement, which is at the core of Nengudi’s work—“the joy in moving, the pain, pleasure, 
freedom, flight,” as she puts it.127  
 Walk a Mile in My Shoes speaks to Nengudi’s close sensitivity to the body and its contact 
with the material world. It also captures the egalitarian, empathetic impulse that characterizes 
much of her work, an impulse that underlies its synthesis of cultural sources and integration of 
racial consciousness with Feminist and formal concerns. It is what defined the spirit of Studio Z, 
according to the group’s own statement, which described something like an osmotic collective 
consciousness:  
 
127 Senga Nengudi Papers, Archives of American Art, Box 9.   
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a spiritual presence hovers over the collective energy gathered like the 
grasshopper becomes the locust: we are about a collective energy working 
toward change...change to open up our awareness to our own thought processes 
and environmental influences and the interaction of ours with others until ours 
are others and others are ours.128  
 
In this same spirit, through her radically collaborative, improvisational process and flexible 
forms, Nengudi has disturbed the parameters of each of the intersecting movements and 
tendencies in which her work circulates. While her work has been discussed in the context of 
Feminism, Postminimalism, and the Black Arts Movement, it does not quite fit neatly into any of 
these categories, since she expanded each of their terms, in part through her openness to the 
bodies and experiences of others. “My work says ‘yes’ to all those who have been told ‘no’ by 
the majority [society],” she wrote in one artist statement.129 
 Her relationship to Feminism has meant teasing materials that evoke the female body into 
sculptures that convey its experiences—of pregnancy and postnatal contraction, of exploitation 
and subjugation, of pleasure, liberation, and creativity. It has also meant making space for 
gender-ambiguous bodies and those of society’s dispossessed, so that the flaid limbs and 
drooping breasts or testicles of bodies might also express the swaying bodies of drug addicts in 
Harlem that so captured Nengudi’s imagination.  
 Thus, along with other self-identifying Third World Women artists, Nengudi opened up 
Feminist art to broader perspectives. Even as she represents brown and Black bodies through 
shades of color in her pantyhose, she has helped move Feminist body art away from tropes of 
 
128 The exhibition publication for Studio Z: Individual Collective, held at the Long Beach Museum of Art 
in 1977–8, is reproduced in Allie Tepper, “Individual Collective: A Conversation with Senga Nengudi,” 
Side by Side: Collaborative Artistic Practices in the United States, 1960s to 1980s Vol. III, accessed April 
9, 2020. https://walkerart.org/collections/publications/side-by-side/individual-collective-a-conversation-
with-senga-nengudi  
129 Senga Nengudi Papers, Archives of American Art, Box 3. 
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visibility through her explorations of movement and touch. And while she shared the emphasis 
of 1970s Feminist Art on the collective, her improvisatory approach to collaboration is closer to 
the formal dialectics of jazz and African performance traditions.  
 Nengudi also altered Postminimalism’s DNA, in part by imbuing it with Afrocentricity. 
Along with Hammons, Hassinger, and the other artists associated with the collective Studio Z, 
she troubled the Eurocentric roots of that tendency, imbricating its material concerns with the 
intersectional politics of Blackness, brownness, and the U.S.’s disenfranchised populations. 
Nengudi’s Postminimalist sculptures are, furthermore, not standalone objects, nor solely site-
specific objects. They are catalysts for live, ephemeral events that synthesized the influences of 
1960s Happenings, her training in dance, forms of ritualistic practice in Western, Asian, and 
Native American cultures, and what she called “African total theater.”          
 Nengudi’s identification with African and Diasporic art forms may account, in part, for 
her impact on Feminist and Postminimalist Art, but nor can she be seen only through the lens of 
the Black Arts Movement or Black Cultural Nationalism. Her openness to other non-Western 
experiences brought greater diversity to the spectrum of cultural references latent in her work.130 
And her exposure to the U.S.’s’s Black and white avant-gardes gave her a license to pursue 
abstract form, even as leaders of the Black Arts Movement disparaged Black artists working in 
abstract modes.  
 It is worth stressing, however, that Nengudi’s artistic achievements are considerably 
more than simply a cocktail of influences. She melded those influences with a very personal 
vocabulary, as seen in her panythose works, which embody an attitude toward the world that 
suggests humor, warmth, a sense of community with other humans, and resilience in the face of 
 
130 Nengudi described going in pursuit of a “non-Western experience” during her trip to Japan in 1966–7. 
See Senga Nengudi’s oral history (2013), Archives of American Art. 
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struggle. That attitude might account for why the artist is drawn to other people’s shoes. Like 
stockings pulled over a foot, shoes offer some protection for the body held within but they are 
also fundamentally altered by its presence, leaving a residue or marker—a footprint of that 
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Fig. 1: Senga Nengudi, ACQ series (install view), 2016–7, refrigerator and air conditioner parts, 
fan, nylon pantyhose, and sand. © Senga Nengudi. Courtesy of the artist, Lévy Gorvy, Thomas 


















Fig. 2: Senga Nengudi, ACQ I, 2016–7, refrigerator and air conditioner parts, fan, nylon 
pantyhose, and sand. © Senga Nengudi. Courtesy of the artist, Lévy Gorvy, Thomas Erben 
























Fig. 3: Senga Nengudi, ACQ IV (detail), fan, nylon pantyhose. © Senga Nengudi. Courtesy of 




















Fig. 4: Senga Nengudi at Henry Moore Institute (installation view). Courtesy the artist, Levy 
Gorvy, New York/London and Thomas Erben Gallery, New York; and Stadtische Galerie im 
























Fig. 5: R.S.V.P. activated by Maren Hassinger in 1977. Courtesy of the artist, Lévy Gorvy, 









Fig. 6, 7: Senga Nengudi, Swing Low, 1977/2014, nylon mesh and sand.  





         
Fig. 8: Senga Nengudi and Maren Hassinger perform with an R.S.V.P. 
sculpture at Pearl C. Woods Gallery, Los Angeles, May 1977; Swing 
Low (1977) is visible in the background. Photograph: Harmon Outlaw. 
© Senga Nengudi. Courtesy of the artist, Lévy Gorvy, Thomas Erben 





Fig. 9: Womanhouse (installation view),1972, featuring Robin Weltsch’s 
Kitchen and Vicki Hodgett’s Eggs to Breasts. 
https://blogs.getty.edu/pacificstandardtime/explore-the-era/archives/i103/ 
 
        
Fig. 10, 11: (left) Sandy Orgel’s Linen Closet in Womanhouse, 









Fig. 12: David Hammons, Untitled (Rock Head), 1998, stone, hair, shoe polish container. © 





        
Fig. 13: David Hammons, In the Hood, 1993, jersey sweatshirt. Photo: Jake Naughton 






Fig. 14: David Hammons, Which Mike Would You Like to Be Like, 



























Fig. 17: Beverly Buchanan’s Wall Column (foreground), 1980, cement brick. Photo: Emon 





Fig. 18: Judith Baca, Uprising of the Mujeres (detail), 1979, acrylic on 






















Fig. 21, 22: Senga Nengudi, Ceremony for Freeway Fets (performance 
documentation), 1978. © Senga Nengudi. Courtesy of the artist, Lévy Gorvy, 
Thomas Erben Gallery, and Sprüth Magers. 
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Fig. 23: Senga Nengudi, Ceremony for Freeway Fets (performance 
documentation), 1978. © Senga Nengudi. Photograph by Roderick Kwaku 






Fig. 24: Senga Nengudi, Ceremony for Freeway Fets (performance documentation), 1978. © 
Senga Nengudi. Photograph by Roderick Kwaku Young. Courtesy of the artist, Lévy Gorvy, 





Fig. 25: Senga Nengudi, Ceremony for Freeway Fets (performance documentation), 1978. © 
Senga Nengudi. Photograph by Roderick Kwaku Young. Courtesy of the artist, Lévy Gorvy, 









Fig. 26: David Hammons, RoHo, Kenneth Severin, two members of the group Freedom N’ 
Expression, Franklin Parker, Joe Ray, and Maren Hassinger performing Ceremony for Freeway 
Fets. © Senga Nengudi. Photograph by Roderick Kwaku Young. Courtesy Senga Nengudi, 






Fig. 27, 28: Senga Nengudi, Ceremony for Freeway Fets (performance 
documentation), 1978. © Senga Nengudi. Photograph by Roderick Kwaku 





Fig. 29: Senga Nengudi, Studio Performance with R.S.V.P. (performance documentation), 1976. 





























Fig. 31: Rebecca Horn, Finger Gloves, 1972, fabric, wood, metal. Rebecca Horn Collection. © 




Fig. 32, 33: (left) Lygia Clark, Rede de elástico (performance documentation), 1973; (right) 






   
 
Fig. 34, 35: (left) Ana Mendieta, Untitled: Silueta Series, Mexico, 1976, photograph. (right) Ana 









Fig. 36: Senga Nengudi, Rapunzel (performance documentation), 1981. Courtesy of the artist, 








Fig. 37: Lucy Lippard’s Eccentric Abstraction exhibition at the Fischbach Gallery (installation 









Fig. 38: Eva Hesse, Accretion (detail), 1968, fiberglass, polyester resin. © The Estate of 







Fig. 39: Senga Nengudi. Topologies at Lenbachhaus (installation view), featuring Untitled 
(Water Compositions), 1969–70/ 2020. Courtesy of the artist, Lévy Gorvy, Thomas Erben 




Fig. 40: Senga Nengudi at Henry Moore Institute, Leeds (installation view), featuring 





Fig. 41: Senga Nengudi at Henry Moore Institute, Leeds (installation view), featuring 




Fig. 42: Gutai: Splendid Playground at Guggenheim Museum (installation 






Fig. 43: Senga Nengudi, Swing Low, 1976/2014, nylon mesh and sand. © 
Senga Nengudi. Courtesy of the artist, Lévy Gorvy, Thomas Erben Gallery, 





Fig. 44: Eva Hesse, Untitled or Not Yet, 1966, nets, polyethylene, paper, sand, cord. © 










Fig. 46: Eva Hesse, Accession II, 1968 (1969), galvanized steel and vinyl. © The Estate of 
































Fig. 49: Performers with Still Wind. Photo: Tess Thackara.  
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Fig. 50: Maren Hassinger, Twelve Trees #2 (installation view), Mulholland 
Drive at the San Diego Freeway, northbound, Los Angeles, CA, 1979, 






Fig. 51: Maren Hassinger, On Dangerous Ground (installation view) at Los Angeles County 

















Fig. 53: David Hammons, Bliz-aard Ball Sale (performance view), 1983, 





Fig. 54: Maren Hassinger, Performance of Pink Trash (performance documentation), 1982. 

















Fig. 55: David Hammons, Bag Lady in Flight, 1970s (reconstructed 1990), shopping bags, 






































Fig. 61: Senga Nengudi, Nuki Nuki—Across 118th Street, 1982, Venetian blinds and nylon mesh. 




























Fig. 63: Eva Hesse, Right After, 1969, fiberglass, polyester resin, wire. © The Estate of Eva 




















Fig. 64: Senga Nengudi, Masking It, 1978–9, gelatin prints. © Senga Nengudi. Courtesy of the 




Fig. 65: Senga Nengudi, Masking It, 1978–9, gelatin print. © Senga Nengudi. Courtesy 




Fig. 66: Senga Nengudi, Masking It, 1978–9, gelatin print. © Senga Nengudi. Courtesy 




Fig. 67: David Hammons, Injustice Case, 1970, body print (margarine and 





Fig. 68: Senga Nengudi, Down (Harlem Soul 5), 1973.  
Nylon mesh, grommets, wire, 10 x 5’, 1973. © Senga 
Nengudi. Courtesy of the artist, Lévy Gorvy, Thomas 







Fig. 69: Senga Nengudi, Down (Harlem Soul 5), 1973.  
Nylon mesh, grommets, wire. © Senga Nengudi. Courtesy of 





Fig. 70: Senga Nengudi, R.S.V.P. Reverie (Scribe), 2014, nylon mesh, sand, 
found metals. © Senga Nengudi. Courtesy of the artist, Lévy Gorvy, 




Fig. 71: Senga Nengudi, R.S.V.P. 1977, 1977, nylon mesh, sand, found metal. 











Fig. 72: Senga Nengudi and Maren Hassinger perfoming with R.S.V.P. work at Yerba Buena 




























Fig. 73: Senga Nengudi, Warp Trance (installation view), 2007, three-channel audio video mixed 






















Fig. 74: Senga Nengudi, Walk a Mile in My Shoes (performance 
documentation), 1999–ongoing. https://aapaa.org/artists/senga-
nengudi/senga-nengudi-walk-a-mile-in-my-shoes/ 
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